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Editors’ preface 


Recent decades have witnessed unprecedented advances in 
research in human development. Each book in The Developing 
Child reflects the importance of this research as a resource for 
enhancing children’s well-being. It is the purpose of the 
series to make this resource available to that increasingly large 
number of people who are responsible for raising a new 
generation. We hope that these books will provide rich and 
useful information for parents, educators, child-care pro¬ 
fessionals, students of developmental psychology, and all 
others concerned with childhood. 

JEROME BRUNER University of Oxford 
Michael cole The Rockefeller University 
Barbara lloyd University of Sussex 



Preface and 
acknowledgements 

’It is quite surprising to see the wickedness of young 
boys.’ 

Dr Thomas Arnold, Headmaster of Rugby School 

‘I ask parents to eliminate any need for redemption, 
by telling the child that he is born good - not born bad.' 
A. S. Neill, Headmaster of Summerhill School 


Disagreement over the nature of children is nothing new, and 
something by no means confined to schoolmasters. Disputes 
and expressions of faith have cropped up in almost identical 
forms throughout history. Sometimes they tell us as much 
about those who hold the opinions as they do about children 
themselves. For some, childhood is something that would be 
fine in itself if only we could stop interfering and let each child 
work things out for himself. As the most famous philosopher 
of this school, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, wrote in 1762: ‘God 
makes all things good; man meddles with them and they 
become evil.’ 1 * Latter-day followers continue to broadcast the 
message. John Holt, for example, has written recently, ‘In 
important matters, nobody can know better than the child 
himself.’ Children must have ‘the rights, privileges, duties, 
responsibilities of adult citizens’. 2 These include the rights to 
consume tobacco, alcohol and drugs, and also the freedom to 
set up a business, and have sexual intercourse with whomso¬ 
ever he or she chooses. 

This is a position that might strike many contemporary 
parents as somewhat extreme, particularly those who are in 

* Superior numerals indicate references on pp. 117-21. 
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some sense heirs to the puritan tradition in their attitudes to 
children. In this view, a child is born essentially flawed in 
character, and can only be controlled, and thus ultimately 
saved from himself, by a firm hand at home and elsewhere. 
Today, this type of attitude appears particularly often in 
discussions of children’s education, and it underlies a deep 
distrust of the relaxed, child-centred methods of teaching 
current in many schools. A succession of Black Papers on 
education, recently published in Britain in an attempt to halt a 
suspected slide in school standards, have put this view force¬ 
fully. ‘Children are not naturally good,’ claims a recent edition. 
‘They need firm, tactful discipline from parents with clear 
standards.’ 3 These words could have been written at almost 
any time in Western history. 

The disagreement is absolutely fundamental; to resolve 
such opposite opinions to everyone’s satisfaction would be to 
advance a view not just of the child but also of man with which 
everyone would feel able to agree - something that may always 
be extremely unlikely. However, it is possible to discover a 
number of universal truths about the nature of childhood, 
particularly in the areas of physical and intellectual growth, 
personality development and likely social experience. Of 
course, these universal may operate in very different cultural 
milieux - and anyone attempting to identify what is^nique 
about childhood must try to find possible common factors in 
some otherwise utterly different social settings. Yet children 
are not completely formed in the image of the society they live 
in. There are certain essentially childish traits that transcend 
different cultures and climates. 

As just one example, all young children tend to have trouble 
pronouncing certain sounds and words such as ‘th’, or ‘dog’ 
and ‘sock’, producing the lisps and other minor speech aber¬ 
rations typical of beginners. At the same time, recent work on 
the development of language, notably by Daniel Slobin, has 
drawn attention to the common ways in which all children 
structure their early language. These observations provide 
some support for Noam Chomsky’s hypothesis that children 
are born with a natural propensity to acquire language, a 



Preface and acknowledgements 9 


‘language acquisition device’ that manifests itself in similar 
ways whatever the culture. All young children appear to have 
the ability to learn language, without any sort of formal 
tuition, even in quite deprived or discouraging circumstances. 
Moreover, in their early speech children tend to utter words 
and phrases entirely of their own creation - the very opposite 
of mere parroting. Thus an English-speaking child may 
produce plurals like ‘mouses’, verbal endings such as ‘The 
cuckoo clock has goed’, or sentences like ‘Milk all-gone’, all of 
which he himself appears to have constructed, following his 
own innate sense of language structure. By the age of three or 
so, it has been claimed, he may have mastered many of the 
essential grammatical structures necessary for the production 
of complex speech. 

There remains a great deal of argument over how universal 
these early speech processes are, but most contemporary 
psychological research in this area supports the idea that 
small children everywhere structure speech according to certain 
common principles But as one would expect, wherever gener¬ 
alizations about human behaviour are concerned, there are 
always exceptions. ‘Thank you, madam, the agony is abated’ 
was the reply extracted from the four-year-old Thomas 
Macaulay, after an anxious inquiry from his hostess over a 
matter of spilt coffee on his legs. 4 His Victorian contemporary, 
Thomas Carlyle, who had not yet spoken in his first eleven 
months, amazed his household by asking suddenly one day, 
‘What ails wee Jock?’, on hearing another child crying. 5 

But great men and unv sual children apart, there can surely 
be some agreement on characteristic childish speech, especially 
if one is thinking of the earliest years. We can form a generaliz¬ 
ation about children that does seem to hold true across different 
cultures and eras. Where speech is concerned, most children 
manifest certain hesitations, habits and irregularities that are 
commonly termed ‘childish’, and there is ample evidence 
from the past that this has always been so: from Samuel 
Butler’s novel The Way of All Flesh, for example, we recall the 
savage beating Ernest Pontifex received at the age of three for 
his persistent inability to pronounce ‘come’ as anything other 
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than ‘turn’. 8 Earlier than this, in France, Heroard, Louis XIII’s 
doctor, records in his diary his charge’s childish pronunciation 
of certain words: vela for voila, equivez for ecrivez, and so on. 7 

The task for this book, therefore, is to try to tease out any 
other characteristics common to all childhood, such as a par¬ 
ticular form of linguistic development, that seem to exist what¬ 
ever the culture. This is no easy matter; among the endlessly 
diverse cultures of different places and times, we find an almost 
equal diversity in the immature of our species and in the way 
they are treated. In Chapter I we will try to single out such dif¬ 
ferences; in Chapters 2,3 and 4 we will look for the features of 
physical growth and psychological development that neverthe¬ 
less impose some constraints within which these variations exist. 
These will indicate the extent to which we can answer our ques¬ 
tion: What is a child? 

In order to avoid generalizing from children in our own 
society to all children everywhere else, we have to start from 
the very first principles. And a wide variety of disciplines can 
contribute data to our search - indeed must, since no one disci¬ 
pline could ever hope to cover all the facets of childhood. 

I hope that this book may make readers reconsider what 
exactly they mean when using words, as we all do, like ‘in¬ 
fantile’, ‘childish’ and ‘childlike’. Discussion about children, 
like so much recent discussion about women, very often 
carries political implications, whether admitted or not, in that 
it usually involves a vision of society, either as it is or as the 
writer thinks it ought to be. If we can identify factors which 
are common to all children, it will become easier to give these 
generalizations the scrutiny they deserve. In the past, history 
or religion have frequently been cited by the generalizes as 
supporting evidence; in this century it is often psychology 
that is used as justification for claims about ‘the child’. There 
are good reasons for this: psychological studies have revolu¬ 
tionized - there is no better word - our undestanding of 
children. One of the tasks of this book will be to explore the 
different claims psychologists have made about what children 
can do and how they behave. 

I would like to acknowledge the help and stimulation I have 
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received from colleagues at the University of Sussex teaching 
with me on both the Human growth and development and the 
Images of childhood courses, and especially from John Sants, 
always so willing to listen to ideas and to share his own. No one 
other than myself, however, can be held responsible for the 
following text. May I also ask sensitive readers to forgive me 
for referring to the baby or the child as ‘he’ but never ‘she’. 
This is not prejudice, I hope, but a matter of literary conven¬ 
tion. In fact, as any developmental psychologist knows, baby 
girls on the whole develop more speedily than boys, and often 
maintain this ascendancy throughout childhood. 

May I lastly thank the editor of New Society for allowing me 
to quote from the various articles I have written for him on 
this subject in the past, the University of Sussex for granting 
me leave in order to complete this work, and my wife, to whom 
this book is affectionately dedicated, for making things so 
comfortable at home while I wrote it. 




i/Childhood in 
different cultures 


IS THERE A ‘NATURAL’ COURSE 
OF CHILDHOOD? 

‘From the moment of birth, man’s organismic development, 
and indeed a large part of his biological being as such, are 
subjected to continuing socially determined interference.’ 1 In 
this sense, as Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann go on to 
point out, ‘Ways of becoming and being human are as numer¬ 
ous as man’s cultures.’ To the extent, therefore, that man 
constructs his own nature, we should expect to find marked 
variations in what passes for childhood in different societies. 
The human baby is born in an exceptionally undeveloped 
state, and progressively adapts himself to his particular en¬ 
vironment. Later, he becomes more aware of the social pres¬ 
sures surrounding him. Factors that determine the nature of 
and variation between these pressures in different societies 
may be economic, geographical, historical and cultural. 

Faced by such diversity, some ethologists have tried 
speculating about the nature of early man, the original hunter- 
gatherer, and about likely uniformities in his behaviour and 
the way he brought up his young. For example, in primitive 
bushmen societies today, which are thought to resemble 
original hunter-gatherer cultures, mothers are apt to suckle 
their babies very frequently, rather than to adopt spaced feed¬ 
ing, as in Western societies. Does this therefore prove that 
frequent suckling is a more natural process for human beings? 

‘Natural’ is of course a term full of pitfalls in any discussion 
of human behaviour. Humans will adapt to the society in 
which they find themselves; what may be natural in one society 
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may be highly inconvenient in another. Frequent suckling and 
later close contact may be suitable in a simple society, where 
the mother works at home and family ties remain paramount 
in later life. In a mobile. Western society, however, it may be 
important to accustom the baby to the occasional absence of his 
mother, who may need to go out to work or lead a life more 
independent of her children. Later, the child will be expected 
to leave home himself, and eventually sever the connections 
with the household. Child-rearing practices that have not 
helped prepare him for this type of breach may be inappro¬ 
priate or even positively harmful. 

‘Natural’ behaviour in this sense would seem to imply 
‘adaptable’ behaviour, and children have an undeniable capacity 
to adapt to very different circumstances. This adaptability is 
one key to the way in which universals of childhood become 
transformed by different social conditions. Studying children 
in one environment, therefore, may not necessarily act as an 
efficient guide to how they function in another. But while 
acknowledging this essential variability, it is still fair to ask 
whether all mankind has inherited certain ways of behaving 
which were once suitable for life in a hunter-gatherer society. 
That kind of society, in the comparatively brief time man has 
been on this planet, has after all made up some 90 per cent 
of the total human experience. 

Ethologists believe that mankind still exhibits unmistakable 
signs of his common pre-agricultural past, in for instance 
certain universal techniques for non-verbal communication, in 
common patterns of attachment between mother and child, 
and in the persistence of apparently worldwide behavioural 
similarities, especially among the young, such as various 
forms of play. But whatever the significance of such inborn 
mechanisms, in themselves a matter for considerable argu¬ 
ment, it is also true that only man has the ability to pass on 
accumulated knowledge and social attitudes to his offspring, 
implementing what Julian Huxley calls a type of cultural 
evolution. Quite apart from his genetic inheritance, every 
human at some stage must also acquaint himself with ‘what 
everyone knows’ about his society, the ‘assemblage of maxims. 
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morals ... values, beliefs, myths’. 2 The extent to which child¬ 
hood can be defined as an imperfect or immature appreciation 
of this sort of institutional order will be the question for the 
rest of this chapter. 

HAS CHILDHOOD ALWAYS EXISTED? 

Historical evidence is crucial in any consideration of child¬ 
hood universals, because it reveals repeated patterns, and also 
because it shows the huge differences in the way children were 
treated and expected to behave at different periods. Cross- 
cultural studies, too, can highlight these kinds of contrast. 
There is plenty of research on children from other countries, 
which by suggesting links between all youthful behaviour may 
help build a true concept of the child. This type of cross- 
cultural psychology has revealed close parallels all over the 
world between the onset and growth of childhood skills. How¬ 
ever, the method is sometimes less useful for more subtle 
comparisons. When it comes to describing intelligence and 
general habits of thought, for example, the tests that are help¬ 
ful in one society may not be relevant in another, and attempts 
to devise ‘culture-free’ tests have been disappointing except 
at a rather unsophisticated level. There are also numerous 
studies now available of higher mammals other than man, 
which may also be useful when we are looking for universal 
needs and behaviour in areas such as attachment, fear or play. 
A distinguished psychologist in this area, Harry Harlow, has 
frequently pointed out such analogies: children’s behaviour 
at a second-grade school picnic, for example, reminds him 
irresistibly of the play activities of young monkeys (a thought 
that might occasionally have occurred to the organizers of such 
events too). There is always the problem, when drawing this 
type of parallel, of reconciling the differences between human 
beings and other higher mammals with the similarities that 
may also be evident. But such studies may usefully amplify 
certain concepts of childhood. 

One of the most radical historical studies of the child is 
Philippe Aries’s Centuries of Childhood, which suggests that 
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childhood as we know it now is something largely invented in 
the last 300 years. Before that, he claims, adults and children 
were barely distinguishable; they shared similar leisure activi¬ 
ties and frequently the same type of work. Aries’s study can 
stand as a good example of the strength and weakness of the 
historical position. Some historical findings must affect our 
view of the child: the fact, for example, that children of three 
were once expected to work at certain cottage industries is 
relevant to any consideration of the very young child’s 
potential. One inevitable weakness, though, is that a historian 
can only generalize from the sometimes limited evidence 
available. In Aries’s case, there were many records he could 
draw upon for the upbringing of the Dauphin, later Louis 
XIII. But when it comes to detailing the lives of the vast 
majority of children who do not figure in written accounts or 
in the reminiscences of contemporaries, then any historian is 
in trouble. Evidence that exists on day-to-day life in the home 
quickly grows more meagre the further* back one goes in 
history. How many mothers or nurses, for example, have left 
accounts of their experiences with the very young? History 
tends to be male-oriented; very often it is fathers and, later on, 
teachers who have provided us with what historical evidence 
we have about the behaviour of children, and then it is usually 
in describing a remarkable child or in advancing a particular 
piece of educational propaganda. It is not altogether surprising 
that Arite has sometimes been criticized for constructing his 
theory too much around a tiny, unrepresentative section of 
French society. 

Even accounts of the better publicized childhoods of the 
great can be very sketchy and biased in their selection of facts. 
‘Biographers and autobiographers in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries either ignored the childhood of their 
subjects or treated the events of childhood simply as indica¬ 
tions of later development. The focus was more on remarkable 
instances - close scrapes with death, providential good fortune, 
and the like - than on organic growth.’ 3 This situation im¬ 
proved by the nineteenth century; yet even the ‘baby bio¬ 
graphies’ (including Darwin’s A, Biographical Sketch of an 
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Infant) that began to appear, covering some of the unexcep¬ 
tional events of childhood, tended to rely upon irregular 
observations, often using the child as a mere prop for some 
particular theory of development and so viewing his behaviour 
very selectively. In Darwin’s case, despite the brilliance of 
some of his observations, he tended to view his child as some¬ 
thing of a living expression of the theory of evolution, duly 
recapitulating early human history in the progress of his 
development. G. Stanley Hall, one of the pioneers of develop¬ 
mental psychology in the United States, was probably the first 
psychologist to use anything resembling modern research 
approaches. Yet when he tried to collect reliable evidence that 
might have been useful for us to look back on today - such as a 
collation of the heights and weights of American school- 
children towards the end of the nineteenth century - he found 
it difficult to obtain accurate records. Parents in some cases 
refused permission for such basic research on their children. 

Even when comprehensive records do exist, a historian can 
rarely take them at face value. For one brief example, let us 
look at child coalminers in nineteenth-century Britain. The 
facts, as they emerge from early official inquiries, make de¬ 
pressing reading. Such work, in such conditions, would surely 
be considered by most to be inimical to any child, a violation 
of childhood. It may therefore come as some surprise to find a 
witness to the contrary: ‘We had to cut the timber and put the 
props up. We did enjoy life down the mine. You had to keep 
fit.’ 4 So wrote John Thomas Limbert, a miner’s son born in 
1885 who went down the mines at thirteen or fourteen years 
old. Another miner’s son. Jack Lawson - born four years 
before - writes rather less affectionately about the ‘dark 
prison below’, where he had to spend ten hours a day at 
work. s 

What does such comment tell us? Limbert went down the 
mines some fifty years after reports from the Royal Com¬ 
mission had drawn public attention to the disgusting working 
conditions for children. Perhaps he was looking back in 
nostalgia, leaving it to the politically aware Jack Lawson, later 
to become a socialist member of parliament, to remember 
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more accurately the ‘great, cold, gloomy shed, with the pros¬ 
pect of ten hours spent in dim passages and tunnels of rock 
and coal thousands of feet below’. 0 Would Limbert have felt 
differently if he had started work much younger, or was he 
always an unusually cheerful person whose comments cannot 
represent those of a whole generation of youthful coalminers? 
Historians, then, can answer general questions on such topics 
as changing conditions in the mines, but those involving 
individuals - Limbert himself, and how typical his feelings or 
Jack Lawson’s were at the time - cause more difficulty. 

To return to Ari£s, and our search for childhood universals: 
the term ‘childhood’ seems for Aries to relate to differences in 
knowledge and social behaviour between adults and children. 
In a complex society, these are chiefly recognized within 
specific social institutions such as schooling or apprenticeship 
that are necessary for the education of the young in a post- 
agricultural economy. In less complex societies, he argues, 
children are simply treated as small adults, and they are not 
seen to need any particular education or protection. Thus, 

In medieval society the idea of childhood did not exist ; this is 
not to suggest that children were neglected, forsaken or 
despised. The idea of childhood is not to be confused with 
affection for children: it corresponds to an awareness of the 
particular nature of childhood, that particular nature which 
distinguishes the child from the adult, even the young adult. 
In medieval society, this awareness was lacking . 7 

Accordingly, children and adults might wear the same 
clothes, share the same simple work, and also leisure pursuits - 
with everyone joining in rustic games on feast days. In the same 
way, there would be little concern with chronological age as 
such; many people would neither know nor care how old they 
or their children might be, at a time when the exact recording 
of dates of birth was something of a rarity. 

By the end of the seventeenth century, Aries goes on, chil¬ 
dren began to wear distinctive clothing. At the same time, 
the growing importance accorded to education could only 
emphasize the differences in knowledge and attainments 
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between educated adults and their offspring. Fewer children 
simply modelled themselves upon their parents in work or 
play. With the rise of the professional classes, work itself 
became an altogether more mysterious, abstruse matter - 
children of such parents might start preparing themselves for 
future work roles by abstract learning at school in company, 
with their peers. At home, they might also be increasingly 
excluded from adult life, with their own rooms, bedtimes and 
eventually their own different types of food and drink. At the 
same time, adults started to regard their children rather 
differently, taking a more obvious and affectionate interest in 
them. In this way, the child as miniature adult gradually gives 
way to the child that we can all recognize today. 

Ari6s can only draw upon the evidence available to him, and 
his picture of the evolution of childhood is biased towards 
literate homes and the diaries, letters and pictures concerning 
children that have been found in them. But he himself believes 
that in the home of the poor peasant during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, or even in parts of the underdeveloped 
world today, many of the things he writes about in medieval 
France, before the development of the idea of childhood, 
would still apply. What is not always clear in his argument, 
however, is whether children were once seen as mini-adults 
by everyone (even their mothers) or simply by the male 
adults mostly responsible for the surviving historical evidence. 

For example, all small children make demands that have to 
be met if they are to survive; treating them as young adults at 
this stage could hardly be less appropriate. In a sense, Ari£s 
concedes this when he writes that ‘as soon as the child could 
live without the constant solicitude of his mother, his nanny or 
his cradle-rocker, he belonged to adult society’. 8 But else¬ 
where he seems less than clear about the particular point at 
which a growing child would cease to need maternal or other 
special attention in this way. Certainly, there is a dismissive 
spirit in some medieval descriptions of children under seven. 
At a time of high infant mortality, adults in general may have 
felt more detached about the young, whose continued sur¬ 
vival was always so much a matter of chance. But detachment. 
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or as Aries puts it a type of indifference to the idea of child¬ 
hood in medieval society, does not necessarily imply ignorance 
or lack of recognition of some of childhood’s basic charac¬ 
teristics. A society might be less aware of some of the physical, 
emotional and intellectual differences between adults and 
children - particularly the male adults, who would probably 
have a more distant relationship with the young anyway. But 
mothers would certainly know that young children were 
markedly dissimilar from adults in many ways, and the 
realization that the age of seven does in fact constitute some 
sort of important stage in development seems to have been a 
common enough concept in the past: it is ‘the age usually given 
in the moralistic and pedagogic literature of the seventeenth 
century as the age for starting school or starting work’. 9 

In a largely agricultural society, where adults and children 
shared some of the same work and leisure pursuits, there 
might indeed have been fewer demonstrable differences, but 
even so it is possible to exaggerate the common ground that 
existed. Aries makes a great deal of the fact that even up to the 
eighteenth century ‘games’ and ‘play’ did not suggest any¬ 
thing essentially childish. Children often took part in exactly 
the same activities as adults, whether it was singing, dancing, 
blind man’s bluff, leapfrog, hide and seek, or even gambling 
at cards. Fairy tales, narrated by professional storytellers, 
again had an audience of adults and children. 

There are still areas of common participation between the 
generations today, whether in beach games or watching tele¬ 
vision. Aries is correct to draw attention to the much greater 
sharing of games in the past, but it seems likely that essen¬ 
tially childish play, in which adults had little or no part, also 
persisted. This is difficult to prove: children more rarely even 
than nursing mothers leave any historical records of their 
activities behind them. But from what is known about the 
development of the young we can predict that active, well- 
nourished children in any society will show certain charac¬ 
teristic patterns of essentially childish play. 

Susanna Millar wrote recently: 
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There are several reasons why boisterous play should occur 
more in the young than in older animals. For instance, move¬ 
ments are less integrated and controlled in young mammals, 
and changes in the pattern of stimulation are likely to set off 
diffuse reactions more often than in the adult . . . The ‘need’ 
to move, jump, shout and ‘let off steam’ generally recognized 
in the young is not, however, merely a reaction to exciting 
sim ulation although the latter may be an occasion for it. 
The fact that children find it less easy than adults to sit still 
for long periods, not to bang their heels against the chair, not 
to jump up, or move their arms, or touch objects, to execute 
fine movements with their fingers and modulate their voices, 
is not a question of having more energy to spill, but of com¬ 
parative lack of integration and control of the movement 
systems. 10 v 

■ In other words the boisterous, spontaneous play so charac¬ 
teristic of the young seems to have a physiological basis, and 
so be something altogether less likely to occur in adults, 
except at odd moments. Its special, childish characteristics are 
well described by a seventeenth-century observer, the French 
philosopher Fenelon, who seemed to have no difficulty in 
distinguishing children’s from adults’ play. ‘The (games) 
they like best are those in which the body is in motion. So long 
as they can be continually moving from place to place they are 
happy; a shuttlecock or a ball is all that is needed.’ 11 It seems 
unlikely that most adults would readily join in these activities, 
or indeed play at other childish games. When Lorenzo de 
Medici played with his own young children, Machiavelli rather 
sniffily considered that behaviour inconsistent with what is 
expected from a head of state: ‘It is possible he found more 
pleasure in the company of droll and witty men than became 
a man in his position, and he would often be found playing 
among his children as if he were still a child.’ 18 

Perhaps the same exclusiveness to children can be claimed 
for most games that take place with or alongside others, and 
which account for much play among the young of higher 
mammals. These range from early games of physical contact 
with others to structured games involving whole groups. With 
children, some chants, customs and semi-rituals that occur in 
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popular group games can be traced back as far as 500 years, 
and may date from even earlier. In this way, children hand 
down a type of indigenous play culture to succeeding genera¬ 
tions; typically, adults forget about such games in maturity, 
and indeed this type of social play declines sharply at the on¬ 
set of puberty. Of course, adolescents and adults may continue 
to play team games of various sorts, but these activities will 
now be more strictly rule-governed: ‘games’, rather than more 
spontaneous ‘play’. It is the quality of spontaneity that is 
such a characteristic of children’s games, both in the way they 
start, sometimes quite suddenly, and the way they can 
abruptly fade into some other activity. 

We may agree with Arifcs, therefore, when he states that ‘in 
the early seventeenth century there was not such a strict 
division as there is today between children’s games and those 
played by adults’. 13 But what follows seems needlessly exag¬ 
gerated: ‘Young and old played the same games.’ ‘In 1600 the 
specialization of games and pastimes did not extend beyond 
infancy; after the age of three or four it decreased and dis¬ 
appeared. From then on the child played the same games as 
the adult, either with other children or with adults.’ 14 Overlap 
is not the same as convergence; everything we know about the 
psychology and physiology of children’s play, especially 
when we see it on a continuum with the play we find in the 
young of other higher mammals, would lead one to doubt 
Aries’s last generalizations. In a crude sense, children are 
likely to show certain childhood traits in some broad areas 
whatever the culture. To ignore this and treat children simply 
as products of adult social expectations is bound eventually to 
lead to oversimplifications of this sort. 

At another point, Ari£s states that ‘Language did not give 
the word “child” the restricted meaning we give it today: 
people said “child” much as we say “lad” in everyday speech. 
The absence of definition extended to every sort of social 
activity: games, crafts, arms.’ 15 So far as these last two are 
concerned, physical and intellectual limitations would still 
surely affect the sort of work a child would be able to do, 
suggesting that some essential differences between children 
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and adults would probably have been recognized in this area 
too. There are fairly frequent references by employers in the 
past to the fact that children could not always be relied upon to 
get on with their work without close supervision. As one 
nineteenth-century farmer complained, ‘One boy is a boy, two 
boys is half a boy, and three boys is no boy at all.’ 16 From 
Africa, in our own times, we can hear a rather similar story. 
Camara Laye was bom in 1924 and brought up in a small 
village in French Guinea, where everyone worked at the fairly 
simple, primarily agricultural economy. In his fine auto¬ 
biography, he describes his juvenile experiences of bird- 
scaring, a typical child’s occupation in many rural com¬ 
munities. 

1 

Everywhere there were to be seen these platforms mounted 
on forked stakes that looked as if they were riding the great 
flowing seas of the harvest fields. With my little playmates 
I would climb the ladder to one of them and scare the birds, 
and sometimes the monkeys that came to raid our fields. At 
any rate that is what we were supposed to do, and we did it 
without grumbling, for it was more of a pleasure than a duty. 
But it sometimes happened that we became absorbed in 
other games, and forgot why we were there. 17 


TREATING CHILDREN AS ADULTS 

Obviously, this sort of inattention need not only apply to 
children left on their own. Adult workers in similar situations 
may also not get on with the job occasionally but usually for 
different reasons unconnected with ‘play’ as such. In factory 
work or cottage industry, both children and adults would be 
expected to work long, arduous hours, sometimes at a constant 
speed dictated by a machine. Some of the accidents that hap¬ 
pened to children in this sort of work may have arisen not from 
fatigue, but from the sheer monotony of the work, even less 
suited to the intermittent concentration and volatile spirits of 
a child. Of course, many children had to support themselves, 
and sometimes their parents too, by this sort of work. Daniel 
Defoe quotes one of the ‘chief Manufacturers’ in eighteenth- 
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century Taunton as saying ‘That there was not a Child in the 
Town, or in the Villages round it, of above five Years old, but, 
if it was not neglected by its Parents, and untaught, could earn 
its own Bread.’ 18 

It is interesting to note that Defoe equates parental neglect 
with a child who has not been taught to work a loom and 
attain some sort of self-sufficiency. Even younger children 
were sometimes employed in cottage industries, working 
hours frequently inconceivable in a developed country today. 
But if small children managed such tasks, it was usually under 
the pressure of harsh discipline or appalling poverty. Few 
observers at the time ever suggested that such children looked 
particularly suited to this drudgery; it was more common to 
draw attention to their pinched, elderly appearance and their 
lack of spontaneity. So while there can be no argument that 
children, even small ones, were capable of performing arduous, 
boring manual tasks for hours on end in company with adults, 
it seems probable that they performed less efficiently, and 
sometimes at considerable cost to themselves, certainly in 
terms of their physical development, and possibly in other 
less tangible ways as well. 

A child may be able to fit quite well into other adult social 
contexts, provided that not too many unexpected or over- 
ambitious demands are made of him. One would expect the 
child of a simple society, where individuals share many of the 
same beliefs, to learn the structure of his society more easily 
than he could in a complex, developed economy, with the 
kind of cultural richness and diversity that takes time and 
skill to understand. Simple societies should not necessarily 
be equated with primitive cultures; complex, diversified 
societies, with elaborate religions and codes of conduct, can 
exist at all levels of material progress. But those cultures, 
including our own, that are rich in nuances of social dis¬ 
tinction, taboo or non-taboo topics for conversation, accept¬ 
able and unacceptable behaviour, contrasting philosophies, 
religions and politics, and all other subtle gradations and 
qualifications of belief and activity, cannot be mastered 
without time and a certain amount of trial-and-error learning. 
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To this extent, behaviour called ‘childlike’ may often simply 
describe an inability to cope with complex social expectations, 
the consequence of inexperience and lack of necessary under¬ 
standing. Obviously, anyone in this situation may behave in 
such a way; it does not necessarily have to be a child. Many of 
the nineteenth-century jokes and cartoons that illustrate 
children’s lack of social sophistication are repeated at the 
expense of servants and other ‘social inferiors’ too. In fact, 
servants in the past have often been treated rather like children, 
and regarded as individuals with a great deal to learn when it 
comes to ‘proper’ conduct in the presence of their masters. 
Books written especially to teach servants appropriate manners 
were termed ‘babee’s books’ at certain times in history, and 
English puritans were 1 often exhorted by their spiritual 
leaders to teach their servants to read - in very much the same 
terms as one would use for children. 

TREATING ADULTS AS CHILDREN 

All individuals kept at a lowly level, perpetually under the 
paternal supervision of an adult, may end up being treated 
like children. The American slave, for example, was often 
pictured as a natural companion for children, sharing some of 
their simple pleasures and fears, such as believing in ghosts 
or a host of other minor superstitions. Petty delinquencies, 
such as eating unripe watermelons, and their retribution, 
might be considered on a par with children’s natural naughti¬ 
ness. This caricature of the slave often found in the fiction 
of the time may be very far from the truth, but if adults 
in authority believe that others, whether young or old, are 
only capable of limited, simple expression and make sure 
they are treated accordingly, then to some extent those 
others may find themselves forced to act in this manner. 
When an uneducated servant or slave is addressed simply by 
his Christian name, or called ‘boy’, and master or mistress 
retain the right to inflict corporal punishment on him (which 
they did until comparatively recently, not least in British 
history), then he may not develop the type of personal auton- 



26 What is a Child? 


omy that is part of what differentiates child from adult. In 
seventeenth-century Britain the term ‘servant’ might cover a 
variety of individuals, from farm worker to resident domestic 
staff, so this sort of authoritarian patronage must have 
affected a great many people. It persisted late into the nine¬ 
teenth century, when servants could still be scolded for their 
‘unsuitable’ boyfriends or clothes, and the cottages in some 
villages were inspected for orderliness and hygiene by the lord 
or lady of the manor as of right. 

There is no doubt, therefore, that adults in authority can to 
some extent impose their conceptions of childishness both on 
children and sometimes on other adults too. In this sense the 
whole concept of childhood could be said to be a man-made 
phenomenon. Thus childhood may be lengthened and pro¬ 
longed at some periods of history, and abbreviated at others, 
according to adult perceptions, needs and expectations. 
Writing about the British working class at the end of the 
nineteenth century, Paul Thompson states that ‘parents, 
anxious to secure an economic return from their children’s 
first wage-earning years at work, used various devices to post¬ 
pone their marriage and setting up of their own homes’. 19 
While dependent on the parental household, young people 
might still be told when to go to bed, and before what time 
they must return in the evenings, even when they were well 
over the age of twenty-one. Apprentices were often treated 
in the same semi-infantile manner; the young smiths in the 
forge at Candleford Green, writes Flora Thompson, ate at the 
foot of the table in silence. When their mistress was absent, 
there would be more freedom, but on one occasion, when 

someone rapped loudly upon the table with a teacup and 
said . . . ‘Another pint, please, landlady!’ the office door 
opened and a voice as severe as that of a schoolmistress 
admonishing her class called for ‘Less noise there, please!’ 
None of them resented being spoken to like children, nor did 
the young journeymen resent being placed below the salt . . . 
To them these things were all part of an established order. 20 
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GAINING EXPERIENCE, 

MAKING MISTAKES 

Even so, while any individual can be kept back or indeed 
hastened on in his social development by the surroundings in 
which he lives, there are some limits to the speed at which 
most children can become socialized into adult ways, even 
when their society does not present a bewildering constellation 
of differing social attitudes, expectations and philosophies. 
One can quote again from Camara Laye’s experience. In his 
village, children seemed to take quite a full part in some adult 
work and leisure pursuits from an early age, but throughout 
his autobiography he still describes moments which might 
have parallels in any childhood. At the age of six, for example, 
he sees a snake ‘taking a turn’ round the hut. 

After a moment I went over to him. I had taken in my hand 
a reed that was lying in the yard - there were always some 
lying around; they used to get broken off the fence of 
plaited reeds that marked the boundary of our compound - 
and I thrust this reed into the reptile’s mouth. The snake 
did not try to get away: he was slowly swallowing the reed, 
he was devouring it, I thought, as if it were some delicious 
prey, his eyes glittering with voluptuous bliss; and inch by 
inch his head was drawing nearer to my hand. At last the 
reed was almost entirely swallowed up, and the snake’s jaws 
were terribly close to my fingers. 

I was laughing, I had not the slightest fear, and now I 
know that the snake would not have hesitated much longer 
before burying his fangs in my fingers if, at that moment, 
Damany, one of the apprentices, had not come out of the 
workshop. The apprentice shouted to my father, and almost 
at once I felt myself lifted off my feet: I was safe in the arms 
of one of my father’s friendsl al 

Moments of danger in a child’s life such as this are an 
inevitable product of lack of forethought and experience, one 
reason why the young of higher mammals need prolonged 
protection during their early stages. Adults in unfamiliar 
circumstances may also occasionally put themselves in great 
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danger inadvertently, but they have had the time and the 
skills to master most of their environment, whereas for a child 
the home environment must initially be something new that 
he has to explore and learn about bit by bit. Camara Laye, 
after his initial dangerous encounter, learned the lesson that 
he was forbidden to play with snakes. But 

One day, however, I noticed a little black snake with a 
strikingly marked body that was proceeding leisurely in the 
direction of the workshop. I ran to warn my mother, as usual. 
But as soon as my mother saw the black snake she said to me 
gravely: 

‘My son, this one must not be killed: he is not as other 
snakes, and he will not harm you; you must never interfere 
with him.’ 

Everyone in our compound knew that this snake must not 
be killed; excepting myself, and, I suppose, my little play¬ 
mates, who were still just ignorant children. 

‘This snake,’ my mother added, ‘is your father’s guiding 
spirit.’ 22 

This is a good illustration of the task facing any child, even in 
a so-called simple society. He learns how to react to snakes 
from experience, only to discover later that things are more 
complicated than this: there are snakes and snakes. Any child, 
in any society, is always faced by this need to master the com¬ 
plexities of adult social conventions and structure. The more 
complex the environment, the longer it will take him to 
organize those sections of it he is expected to understand, as 
an adult, into manageable proportions. At the same time, the 
child - unlik e the adult - is handicapped in this task, though 
increasingly less so as he grows older, by his intermittent 
concentration and intellectual limitations: ‘I was still very 
young and was often able to forget myself in the moment; 
everything that passed through my head - and that was a 
great deal - was almost always fleeting and less enduring than 
the clouds that moved across the summer sky.’ 23 

While he is still at the stage of learning to manage and 
understand his environment, a child may be more easily 
baffled or confused than an adult would be. One sad example 
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ol' this is provided by the life of Robert Blincoe, an orphan 
born at the turn of the eighteenth century and reared in a 
workhouse. A cotton-mill owner applied to the workhouse for 
some new apprentices, and the children selected for him were 
heartlessly deceived about their future, being made to believe 
‘that they were all, when they arrived at the cotton-mill, to be 
transformed into Ladies and Gentlemen; that they would be 
led on roast beef and plum-pudding, be allowed to ride their 
masters’ horses and have silver watches and plenty of cash 
m their pockets’. 24 Believing all this, the children ‘strutted 
about like so many dwarfish and silly Kings and Queens in a 
mock tragedy’. The reality, when they arrived at the mill, was 
watery porridge, black tread and discipline kept by a large man 
brandishing a horsewhip. 

It is not difficult to find some equally unpleasant examples 
of adults being cheated in this way: Jews on their journeys 
to Nazi concentration camps were sometimes consoled with 
similar unreal fantasies, even up to the very last moment, 
when appearances could hardly be more to the contrary. 
In an atmosphere of fear, and far from a familiar environ¬ 
ment, all human beings are prone to trust rumour and base¬ 
less speculation. On their home ground, however, most adults 
should have a certain basis of experience and knowledge - 
b'reud’s ‘reality principle’ - that makes them less susceptible 
to the tall story or the confidence trickster, although no 
human being can ever be completely immune from this sort of 
h guilement. Children, however, as we have already said, are 
particularly prone to misconceptions of the world around 
them; they have less experience to draw upon, and fewer 
efficient ways of monitoring and testing out what experience 
they have. An innate fear and credulity may sometimes 
render them more superstitious than adults, and younger 
children in particular are very often inclined to take every¬ 
thing at face value; believing, for example, a lot of what they 
are told by others simply because they hear it said. Parents 
throughout history have taken advantage of this credulity, 
often as a way of fobbing off their offspring when it came to 
answering awkward questions, for example about sex. Indeed 
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this parental willingness to evade and distort the truth is still 
widely utilized for other purposes., such as forms of discip¬ 
linary deception. Threats to leave the child, send him away or 
call the policeman over some minor domestic naughtiness 
have all been reported in John and Elizabeth Newson’s cross- 
sectional survey of parental child-rearing techniques in 
Nottingham. 25 The Newsons sum up this particular parental 
practice under the heading of ‘bamboozlement’, and report 
that it is less effective with children at the age of seven than 
it was when they were younger. Children have often suffered 
because of their innate credulity, especially when it was the 
fashion to terrify them with horror stories over such matters 
as going to sleep in the dark without daring to make a fuss. 
Many adult writers, including Dickens, have drawn attention 
to the mental agony that an older person can cause in a child 
in this way, whether such stories are told supposedly for the 
child’s own good, or for baser or more thoughtless reasons. In 
all events, learning to call adults’ bluff may be an essential 
part of the growing-up process; the need for education in the 
ways of the world, at some level, is a distinctive aspect of 
childhood in all societies. In this way too, children will always 
be different from adults, and will always probably be seen as 
different, however similar some of their needs and the ways 
they are treated may seem to be. 



2/Growth and 
maturity 


Compared with any otheij animal’s offspring, the human baby 
is born to a state of exceptionally long-lasting dependence 
upon his mother. He is quite unable to look after himself, and 
would certainly die without active caregiving. How long this 
■state of dependence lasts is debatable: there have been cases 
of quite young children fending for themselves, but in general 
the norm is for a child to be reliant on older people for an 
extended period, the gradual termination of which often co¬ 
incides with the end of ‘childhood’ itself as it is understood in 
various societies. 

A state of initial dependence can perhaps be taken as the 
first universal feature of childhood. In a sense, man is born 
very much unfinished; it has been argued that because pelvic 
size has been limited in human evolution, much brain de¬ 
velopment has to be deferred until after birth (though as it is 
birth injury still accounts for a distressing amount of brain 
damage). Man is the only species where cerebral growth and 
development persist long into maturity (as late as the age of 
twenty in some cases). The human brain at birth has in fact 
reached less than one quarter of its eventual size, whereas 
higher apes are bom with three quarters of their total brain 
volume already developed. 

Because of this initial immaturity, babies and children have 
often been regarded as completely malleable to adult influences, 
passively awaiting impressions from the surrounding en¬ 
vironment from birth onwards. Until recently only a few 
psychologists took much informed interest in the young baby 
as compared with the child after the start of formal education. 
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But there is by now a quite vast collection of psychological 
research findings on children, accumulated over the last fifty 
years, and new techniques for assessing and investigating the 
young, particularly during the first few months of life, have 
developed rapidly. It is probably true to say that knowledge 
of the development and potential of the human infant has 
doubled over the last decade, and continues to grow at a 
remarkable rate. 

Since we shall be referring to a great deal of psychological 
data in our attempt to establish what a child is, this is perhaps 
a good moment to look at the strengths and inevitable weak¬ 
nesses of the discipline. The psychologist is usually working 
only within his own culture and time. With his nose pressed up 
hard against the evidence in this way, it is not surprising that 
broader trends in childhood development may escape his view, 
even if he could think up the techniques to measure them. As it 
is, there are several methods of research at his disposal, none 
of them perfect. For example, he might try a controlled ex¬ 
periment with children, offering them a problem to solve and 
carefully altering the situation to discover, say, whether 
children work better when they are hungry or full of food. If 
he gets a good result, which in these terms means a clear 
answer one way or the other that can be statistically validated, 
there are still other important questions that require his 
attention. How typical were the experimental children of 
their own age group and locality, let alone of the majority of 
children in the rest of the world? How artificial was the ex¬ 
perimental situation: would children act differently in their 
own environments? Did the investigator himself introduce 
any unconscious bias that may have affected the participants? 
Could there have been other influences affecting the children’s 
behaviour which were unknown and therefore uncontrolled by 
the investigator? 

Despite these questions, the experimental method has a num¬ 
ber of distinct advantages, particularly in studying short-term 
changes in behaviour or skills. For example, any claim the 
investigator may make when writing up his results can be 
checked by replicating his experiment with another sample of 
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children. On the other hand, the experimental approach is 
less suitable for the study of long-term development, and here 
psychologists have sometimes preferred simply to observe 
children over a period in their own natural environment and 
lo report on what they see. This, of course, is the oldest type 
of psychological inquiry in existence, and much has been 
learned this way: Piaget laid the foundation for his develop¬ 
mental theory from initial observations of his own children. 
Jlut not every psychologist is a Piaget, and merely observing 
and questioning children can lead to very limited conclusions. 
It is another method extremely susceptible to the observer’s 
own personal bias; his presfence, too, may also have a distort¬ 
ing effect upon the behaviour of the child he is watching. As 
in all psychological investigation, one must ask whether the 
children observed are a truly representative sample. The 
psychologist also has the problem of selecting and describing 
what he actually sees. To record continuously every single 
aspect of a young child’s behaviour over a long period would 
be impossible; a psychologist therefore must decide what in 
particular he wants to watch out for. But can he always be 
sure he is interpreting a child’s reactions correctly, especially 
with the very young who may express themselves inadequately 
in words? How can he know that he has not missed something 
vital to understanding a situation? As a mere onlooker, the 
psychologist has no way of altering aspects of the child’s en¬ 
vironment to check what the child responds to; he will 
frequently have to guess why a child does something at any 
one time. If he wants to avoid this type of psychological 
speculation, he takes the risk of producing a series of dis¬ 
connected observations. 

Nevertheless, accurate, intelligent observation of children 
is still the basis for a great deal that is known about them, and 
is particularly valuable if it produces ideas that can later be 
tested in more controlled situations. Another useful technique 
is the ‘longitudinal study’, where a representative sample of 
children is followed up over a prolonged period of time. This 
method allows the psychologist to check differences and 
similarities between one child and another as they become 

w.c. B 
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evident at a particular developmental or social stage. This 
method has the great advantage that it involves working with 
extended time spans: there is less risk of becoming diverted 
by incidental behaviour that may be of little significance in the 
long run. 

Perhaps the first, and certainly the most grisly, longitudinal 
study I know of occurred some 700 years ago. In a thirteenth- 
century chronicle, Salimbene de Adam describes how 
Emperor Frederick II wished to discover what language 
children would speak if they had spoken to no one beforehand. 
Would it be Hebrew, the oldest language? Greek, Latin, 
Arabic? Or the language of their parents? Accordingly, a 
group of babies was assembled and their wet nurses instructed 
to care for them physically but otherwise ignore them. In 
Salimbene’s words, because the children ‘could not live 
without the petting and the joyful faces and loving words of 
their foster mothers’ or without the bedtime songs without 
which a baby ‘sleeps badly and has no rest’, they all died, and 
the Emperor’s curiosity was presumably left unsatisfied. 1 

It is a pity that the lessons learned here about child neglect 
were not better appreciated in centuries to come. Later 
experiments have been more humane, although every now and 
again one comes across even quite recent studies that seem to 
share some of the spirit of Emperor Frederick. 

Another psychological approach to the study of how 
children develop is the case-history - a type of psychological 
biography. If a number of children grow up with distinctive 
behaviour traits that set them apart from others, it can be 
instructive to go into their past histories in search of possible 
causes. In this way, to take one example, early deprivation 
may be linked with later difficulties in education and socializa¬ 
tion. 

As always, there are snags. Searching for evidence from the 
past makes one dependent on other people’s memories, and 
parents can be unreliable in their recollection of their own 
children. Says Kurt Danziger: 
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Unfortunately, the considerable investment of time and 
money in interviewing mothers that characterized the social¬ 
ization research of the forties and fifties has established little 
beyond the almost total unreliability of maternal reports. 
When the mother’s answers to questions about her child 
were compared with independent observations and factual 
records an embarrassing gap invariably appeared . . . What is 
more surprising and disturbing is that the mothers proved 
to be such poor informants even about relatively objective 
and factual matters like the child’s health. 2 

Also, the psychologist must be very careful that he has 
spotted real causes. Only an adequate control sample (a group 
of randomly chosen children studied at the same time) will 
tell him whether other children, faced with the same con- C 

. . t 

ditions, have developed in a similar way. It is not enough, say, 

• to suggest a necessary connection between maternal separation 1 
and later unhappiness if some children experience the same V) 
type of separation in childhood but appear to grow up in a 
reasonably healthy way. 

Even if certain conditions are reliably found to have par¬ 
ticular effects, individual children nearly always vary enough 
in their reactions to pose further questions for the researcher. 1 
Can one environment ever quite fairly be compared to 
another, given that there may still be so many small but im¬ 
portant differences between the two situations? Moreover, 
there is always that most difficult question in developmental 
psychology - the importance of the individual’s own person¬ 
ality (including his genetic inheritance and predisposition) as 
opposed to the effects his particular environment may have 
had upon him. Even if we acknowledge the interaction of both 
factors, this still leaves the respective weightings of personality 
and environment as a matter for continual dispute. Neverthe¬ 
less, psychology is still far and away the best tool we have for 
understanding children, and much of the evidence I shall be 
using will be drawn from psychological research. 
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IS THERE AN INBORN SCHEDULE OF 
DEVELOPMENT? 

Psychological studies of recent years have shown that the 
normal human baby has a number of innate skills and re¬ 
flexes, which - other things being equal - develop according to 
a predictable timetable. Some of these skills have been 
wrongly attributed to the efforts made by those looking after 
the baby. For example, at a certain stage all children babble; 
this is not merely imitation of sounds heard, but a spontaneous 
creation; even deaf infants do it. In the same way, babies smile 
after the first few weeks, whether they are being smiled at or 
not; even blind babies - who could not possibly be imitating 
others - will do this. Many other skills, from grabbing at a 
moving object to crawling, seem to be part of every normal 
baby’s repertoire. Even the skill of walking, though parents 
see themselves as encouraging and guiding the first footsteps, 
seems to owe more to the maturing of nerves and muscles 
than to practice. An American psychologist, Wayne Dennis, 
made observations of a pair of twin girls, kept for their first 
nine months in a state of semi-deprivation, not seeing each 
other, not spoken to, and taken out of their cots as rarely as 
possible. 3 * At the termination of this strange regime, however, 
the children were found to have progressed in many respects at 
a quite normal rate. One twin found some difficulty in the 
more complex physical skills, but the other showed no re¬ 
tardation when it came to crawling, walking when led, stand¬ 
ing, and eventually walking on her own. Other studies have 
made the same point: children in most situations will walk 
when they are ready to. 

But it would be oversimple to regard the human infant as 
merely following a fixed developmental schedule, which always 
m anif ests itself at the proper time and place. For one thing, 

* One perhaps learns as much about adults as about children from 
this sort of experiment. It would be easy to write another book on 
all the bizarre things psychologists have done to hapless children over 
the years, sometimes even including their own offspring. 
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1 here are striking geographical variations: Ugandan children, 
lor example, walk earlier than European children; and among 
these, Belgian and Swedish infants start walking about one 
month before French, Swiss and British children. No one as 
yet has convincingly explained why this should be so, though 
differences in inheritance, feeding or even physical handling 
are all possible causes. 

Secondly, we must obviously define much more closely what 
is meant by a ‘normal’ child in a ‘normal’ situation. By a 
‘normal’ child we mean one who is neither mentally nor 
physically damaged, and who has received the basic attention 
and nourishment necessary for survival and balanced growth. 
Undernourished children, bom to mothers who themselves 
may have been half-starved during pregnancy, often show a 
■different, retarded developmental pattern. The human foetus 
will normally form myelin - essential protection for nerve 
fibres in the brain - towards the end of the pregnancy. A 
mother who lacks sufficient nourishing food may produce a 
baby whose ‘myelinization’ is seriously impaired, and whose 
mental development is likely to be slow later on. There is 
argument over whether this type of handicap is reversible, if 
later efforts are made to help such children (should such efforts 
be forthcoming). But the initial, retarding effect of under¬ 
nourishment cannot be denied. 

Even a normal, well-nourished child cannot simply be left 
to develop on his own, particularly when it comes to more 
complex skills and learning. However cultures differ in their 
methods of rearing children, it seems that a certain amount 
and quality of stimulation and attention directed at the very 
young is normally necessary, and is provided in response to the 
baby’s own expressed needs. Babies - wherever they are - ap¬ 
pear to be bom with certain techniques for encouraging this 
type of attention: smiling, reaching out, ceasing to cry when 
picked up, and seeking eye to eye contact (even blind babies 
stare up at their mothers when aware of their presence). These 
can all be effective in bringing about the kind of interaction 
and stimulation the baby requires. When in very deprived 
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surroundings this is not forthcoming, the baby’s development 
of basic skills will usually be retarded. For example, whereas 
an average American child can walk without falling by 
eighteen months, Dennis in some later work found that very 
deprived children in an Iranian orphanage were beginning to 
walk only by forty-five months and sometimes even later. 4 
Moreover, Dennis also claimed that a prolonged lack of learn¬ 
ing opportunity eventually changed not just the timing but 
the forms that physical maturity normally take in the young. 
Thus the Iranian orphans, used only to lying on their backs 
and then later to sitting up, didn’t go on to crawl or walk but 
instead developed a way of moving about by propelling them¬ 
selves on their bottoms. This development from their habitual 
sitting position seems to have resulted from want of any 
practice or experience in standing up, which they did only very 
much later. 

Such findings qualify Dennis’s earlier conclusions; in situ¬ 
ations of prolonged deprivation, physical skills like walking 
may indeed not appear at the standard times. Even more con¬ 
fusingly, it has been suggested recently that some adverse, or 
even neglectful, social circumstances can actually have the 
opposite effect - of speeding up motor development in deprived 
infants. 5 This could be due to an absence of the physical con¬ 
straints (such as playpens or special baby chairs) by which 
babies are normally stopped for their own safety from moving 
around without supervision. 

There is still obviously some uncertainty over the timing 
of development stages. In general perhaps it could be agreed 
that whereas all normal children develop certain physical 
skills at more or less predictable times (given overall variations 
as yet unexplained), the development of other, more complex 
processes can only be assured by support, stimulation and the 
opportunity to practise. Even if a baby babbles at the normal 
time and later goes on to form simple words, his speech will 
still probably be somewhat retarded if no one ever bothers to 
talk back to him. In this sense, the child is both initiator and 
consumer, relying on others but also upon his own innate 
potentialities. Thus some children may develop more quickly 
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Ilian others, because of a greater genetic endowment, or be¬ 
cause of greater encouragement or opportunities to practise 
provided by those around them. 

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES 

In this sense, all babies may differ in what they bring to their 
environment as well as in what they can take from it. There is 
now an extensive psychological literature on individual 
ililfcrences between children even at the earliest stages of life. 
For example, very young babies can vary widely in their levels 
of activity, attention to different sorts of stimulation, physical 
reactions to stress, tendency to cry spontaneously, and even 
in their reactions to cuddling (some babies seeming to need and 
indeed enjoy this much less than others). Psychologists have 
sometimes related these individual differences to a wider 
pattern of sex differences, claiming that boys and girls com¬ 
monly react in dissimilar ways to certain kinds of stimulation. 
Physiological sex differences, beyond the obvious repro¬ 
ductive ones, certainly do appear at an early stage. Over 
behavioural differences there is less agreement, although in 
terms of speed of early development there can be no dispute 
that girls regularly outstrip boys. How permanent the more 
individual differences are, and to what extent they influence 
later development, is not clear, but their existence is not in 
question, and obviously to some extent they may alter each 
child’s experience of life. 

Claims have also been made that personality and body type 
are connected. W. H. Sheldon suggested three major sub¬ 
categories of physique: the ‘endomorph’, round and soft in 
body build; the ‘mesomorph’, thick-set, strong and stocky; 
and the ‘ectomorph’, the linear type, with a long and delicate 
bone structure. Important links were suggested by Sheldon 
between personality and these different physiques: the 
endomorph, it is claimed, is friendly and easygoing; the 
mesomorph often aggressive and not very bright; the ecto¬ 
morph intellectual and restrained. Research findings in this 
area too are uncertain, but the evidence does suggest relation- 
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ships of this sort at a crude level, although how significant 
they might be has yet to be proved. 

Psychologists such as H. J. Eysenck and R. B. Cattell have 
suggested another type of inherent personality difference: 1 
between the extravert - excitable and restless - and the intro¬ 
vert - calm but often moody and inflexible. Most people, of 
course, have both these traits, but it is suggested that indi¬ 
viduals who are born with or develop them in more extreme, 
forms will differ in very marked ways, not least as children. 
Introvert children, it is suggested, are easier to train and learn, 
more quickly than extraverts, who may for instance take much 
longer over toilet training and who are generally poor at any 
task demanding concentration. Once more, although these two 
personality types will emerge in personality tests, there is still 
dispute over how far children are bom with these charac¬ 
teristics and how far they acquire them later. But perhaps 
enough has now been said about how much any two children 
can differ to make the point that, in trying to discover what a 
child is, we must as well as acknowledging certain predictable 
developmental patterns also admit the presence of strong, 
individual differences, even from the earliest days. How;, 
society views the significance of these individual differences] 
will again vary; for the moment, it is enough merely to 
emphasize their existence. 

HOW ADULTS RESPOND TO 
CHILDISH FEATURES 

If children can be so very different from each other, and if the 
type of stimulation received at home sometimes extends these 
differences, are there still, on the physical plane at least, 
common factors one can find for all children? It has been sug¬ 
gested, for example, that babies possess certain physical 
characteristics that have special appeal for adults: the com¬ 
bination of large eyes, high protruding forehead in relation to 
a small face, round cheeks, small mouth and a head that is 
large in proportion to the body. 8 Animals that share some of 
these characteristics, such as koala bears or kittens, may also 
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release more tender feelings in humans than, say, young 
birds or fish, which are built on different principles. Certainly, 
sentimental cartoon films humanize animal faces to make 
them conform to this sort of baby look. When, for instance, 
Bambi or Dumbo appear on the screen they generally evoke a 
groan of appreciation. Rather in the same way, baby-food 
advertisers regularly choose chubby, smiling toddlers’ faces 
10 promote their wares, even though their product may be 
aimed at much younger infants who do not yet look like this at 
all. 

But even if today’s Western audiences do respond in 
a certain predictable way to this sort of image, the effect cannot 
be assumed to be universal. History is full of examples of the 
most revolting cruelty and neglect towards the very young, not 
necessarily by savage psychopaths but by whole societies, a 
number of which seem to have found children far from 
appealing. ‘Childhood,’ according to one seventeenth- 
century witness, the French Cardinal de Berulle, ‘is the 
meanest and most abject state of the human condition.’ And 
there were others who shared this view, both then and later. 
Whether mothers more particularly have certain set reactions 
to the infant appearance is again open to argument. But 
granted that the normal infant has features that seem to be 
universally appealing, including perhaps the shape of his face, 
whether or not such things work on adults will depend both 
on the environment in which the child finds himself, and the 
child-rearing customs in his society. For example, when 
Margaret Mead studied parental patterns in the Pacific 
Islands she found that among the Mundugumor tribe, 
‘women actively dislike their children ... Mothers nurse their 
children standing up, pushing them away as soon as they are 
the least bit satisfied.’ Among the mountain Arapesh tribe, 
however, also from the South Seas, she discovered children 
who from birth are warmly cherished by their mothers. 7 Both 
sets of infants will have been born with similar developmental 
techniques for engaging the attention of their parents, yet in 
the face of this particular type of behavioural uniformity (such 
ns smiling, babbling and reaching out towards the mother) 
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different cultural norms in each society dictate a totally dis¬ 
similar parental reaction. 

Some psychologists, working from the study of animal 
behaviour, have suggested that human beings share a range of 
common social behaviour, which sometimes manifests itself 
quite early in life. Irenaus Eibl-Eibesfeldt, for example, has 
suggested that there are universal signs of embarrassment, 
where the head is hidden, sometimes in the hands - behaviour 
found even in children who have been bom blind. 8 Claims 
have been made, on the basis of photographic evidence from 
different cultures, for common worldwide signs of anger (such 
as foot-stamping, fist-clenching and teeth-baring) or of fear, 
sadness and even flirtation. But given that there may be 
common manifestations of anger and aggression, it is society’s 
reactions to these that again would determine their importance 
for any one individual. To take these common signs of 
aggression, for example, as proof that man is inherently 
aggressive is to beg questions about the extent and frequency 
of the aggression and how easily diverted it might be into other 
forms of behaviour. While certain kinds of visible behaviour 
may admittedly be common, their ultimate significance has 
still to be resolved. 

CHILDREN’S PHYSICAL CAPABILITIES 

Returning to more purely physical development, patterns of 
growth do tend to be broadly similar for all children. As coarse 
muscle control becomes finer, a child can make more complex 
and differentiated movements. At the same time his body 
becomes steadily stronger as his muscle tissue increases and 
cartilage is replaced by bone. In some societies these changes 
are reflected in different types of play activity among the young 
of different ages; for many children, however, the importance 
of growth lies in its effect on their capacity as potential wage 
earners. However hard children have worked in the past, and 
sometimes still continue to work in less developed societies, 
there are still certain limitations imposed upon them at 
different stages by their immature physique. For example. 
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children in general appear to need more sleep than adults; 
attempts to work them for very long and hard hours, as in the 
early Industrial Revolution, often required the most appalling 
brutality to keep them awake towards the end of their stint. 
Many of their accidents, too, seemed to arise from extreme 
fatigue and consequent inattention. 

Once at work, children could of course excel at tasks suited 
10 nimble fingers and small stature, such as feeding, tending 
and cleaning the factory machines of the Industrial Revolu¬ 
tion. The smaller the child operative, the greater the saving of 
lloor space: so long as a child were still able to slip between 
them, machines could be built very close together. Elsewhere, 
children were also needed for jobs which involved crawling 
along narrow passages, as in coal mining or chimney sweeping, 
or on board ship where the powder-monkey had to scurry 
along tiny, enclosed spaces. At home, in cottage industries, 
tasks involving fine manual dexterity were also sometimes 
better performed by small hands. 

Young children, however, could never equal adults when it 
came to heavier, more muscular work, and to some extent this 
fact dictated the type of occupation commonly found among 
working children. For the Royal Commission appointed to 
look into child labour in 1833, it was at thirteen that ‘the period 
of childhood, properly so called, ceases.’ After that, ‘the same 
labour which was fatiguing and exhausting at an earlier period 
is in general comparatively easy.’ On the land, even this might 
still be considered a tender age for some of the really heavy 
work. An elderly farm worker, recently interviewed, can well 
remember the physical strain involved, even for a boy of 
seventeen or so. ‘The difference between a boy and a man at 
work is that although the boy is strong, he hasn’t got the kind 
of strength to allow him to keep it up all the day. It was this 
which the men used to mock when I was young. No one liked 
being young then, as they do now; they wanted to get it over 
with.’ 9 In fact, as long ago as the Magna Carta, the age at 
which an agricultural tenant was believed capable of husbandry 
and of ‘conducting his rustic employs’ was reckoned to be 
rather lower than this - fifteen. Twenty-one was then the 
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age of majority for everyone ‘except the common people, who 
came of age at 15, and it was only later that 21 filtered down 
and became the universal age for all classes’. 10 

Children have often begun work as errand boys for these 
reasons. In farming communities they have commonly been 
put to jobs such as bird scaring or herding, rather than heavy 
work like ploughing. For the eleven-year-old Joseph Ashby, 
for example, working in a Cots wold village in 1870: 

Boys must be there to fetch and carry, flying like the wind for 
the tools or wedges or nails the men had need of. Looking on, 
a boy would get absorbed in the men’s skill, yet not beyond 
a certain degree, for it was a boy’s deepest disgrace to fail, 
when a crisis came, to see where his weight was needed to 
supplement the men’s, or when his smaller hand must be 
thrust in. 11 

This ‘looking on’, of course, was also a vital factor in eventu¬ 
ally learning the job and indeed at this time would be the only 
work training available. 

Thus, although history can provide examples of work where 
the details of child and adult labour seem very similar, it is 
important not to overlook the physical differences that will 
dictate differences in capacity in a number of ways. In this 
way, glib generalizations about societies where adults and 
children are supposed to ‘share’ all the work on an equal basis 
can be put into a more realistic context. 

CHILDHOOD SEXUALITY 

Another physical difference between adults and children of 
course lies in their sexual maturity. At one time, there was 
thought to be an absolute gap between children and adults: in 
Centuries of Childhood, for example, Ari£s quotes long extracts 
from the diary of Heroard, the physician who attended the 
Dauphin who was later to be Louis XIII at the beginning of 
the seventeenth century. Up to the age of seven, the boy was 
allowed various forms of sexual licence, often freely encour¬ 
aged in his childish exhibitionism by the adults around him. 
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Some of this is rather surprising now, even to the most 
advanced modem taste, but as Ari£s explains, ‘The child 
under the age of puberty was believed to be unaware of or 
indifferent to sex. Thus gestures and allusions had no meaning 
for him; they became purely gratuitous and lost their sexual 
significance.’ 12 This concept of childish innocence was to last 
until the end of the nineteenth century, although by that time 
such frank allusions to sexual matters, at least in the Western 
world, would have been considered highly improper. 

Since the work of Freud, however, children and adults have 
increasingly been regarded as ranged on a single continuum of 
sexual interest. Sex play in the young tends to be seen in 
context, and less often condemned as unnatural precocity. 
Again, intense pleasure from physical contact, and the strong 
feelings of love, possession and jealousy are not denied a 
' possible sexual basis, even long before sexual maturity. Yet 
the difference between a pre-pubertal child and an adult in this 
respect is obviously quite vast, though it may not be easy to 
pinpoint. Some anthropologists have reported widespread 
sexual precocity in the areas they have studied: Ruth Benedict 
tells us that among most of the Melanesian cultures of South- 
East New Guinea, for example, children’s sexual experimenta¬ 
tion is ‘encouraged and forms a major activity among small 
children’. 13 There have also been societies where children 
are quite unshielded from the sexual activities of adults. 
Sexual ignorance, as such, can therefore hardly stand as a 
typical childish characteristic. 

The key difference, perhaps, between adults and children 
lies in children’s non-fertility. So long as children have no 
urgent desires for intercourse as such, and so long as the 
results of their sexual experiments never lead to pregnancy, 
then the sexual potential of adults and children will be viewed 
quite differently. In South-East New Guinea, according to 
Benedict, ‘adults go as far as to laugh off sexual affairs ... if the 
children are not mature, saying that since they cannot marry, 
there can be no harm done’. Thus whether surrounding adults 
condemn or condone childish sexual behaviour, they will 
always see it as something essentially different, and as such 
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subject to ‘the different mores which almost always govern 
sex expression in children and in adults in the same culture’. 
Perception of this difference between adults and children, 
however variously it may manifest itself in different societies, 
will almost certainly form a predictable part of any com¬ 
munity’s attitude towards children, and acceptance of it may 
be a staple part of all childhood. Many societies institute rites 
at adolescence, the time of attainment of sexual maturity: a 
dramatic and clearcut signal of the end of childhood itself. 

THE EFFECTS OF SIZE 

Finally, perhaps the most basic physical fact about the child is 
that he is small in a world where those in authority over him 
will be tall. Whether small stature has any universal implica¬ 
tions for all children is hard to say. It means that in terms of 
height and strength alone, the adult has it in his power to 
impose his will on children rather than vice versa, and this has 
almost always been the case. The exaggeratedly progressive, 
child-centred home or school would appear to be a twentieth- 
century invention, and even then something more often 
imagined than real, in the sense that authority is still ultimately 
vested in the adults. Moreover, children are also potentially at 
risk among those of their peers who are heavier and stronger 
than they are, and many accounts of childhood - at least in the 
Western world - record the experience of being bullied either 
at home or at school. This physical vulnerability should not be 
exaggerated, however, for to a large extent it will depend upon 
the way society organizes itself, and upon its safeguards to 
protect the young. 

What his small size implies in personal terms for the indi¬ 
vidual child, is harder to say. At an early stage, the infant - 
unable to distinguish easily between his inner fantasies and 
external reality - may believe for a time in his own omni¬ 
potence. At a later stage, however, he will discover that he 
cannot order everything as he wishes, and this growing con¬ 
sciousness of his weakness, in comparison with the adults 
around him, may affect him in various different ways. The 
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realization of physical powerlessness may spur some children 
10 try to master their environment in other ways more suitable 
lor a child, such as through play or through emotional demands 
011 those around them. Other children, perhaps kept very firmly 
in their place and perpetually reminded of their insignificance, 
may sink into a more passive role, as if giving up any hope of 
ever equalling adult strength and competence. 

The final outcome for individual personality will obviously 
depend on the interaction of a number of things: society’s 
general attitude towards the young, parents’ specific responses 
to their children within this framework of opinion, and 
possibly the strength of the child’s own drive towards inde¬ 
pendence and mastery of his environment. Various schools 
of psychology tend to emphasize the relative importance of 
particular factors in this complex equation. In psychoanalytic 
theory, it is the baby’s frustration at his physical powerless¬ 
ness that is important, and how he deals with these emotions 
when it comes to comparing himself with, and relating to, the 
adult parent of the same sex. A social psychologist may look 
more closely at particular child-rearing modes, and their 
possible effects upon all infants, while a developmental 
psychologist may be more interested in what the child himself 
brings to the situation, in terms of his particular personality 
structure, and the way in which this interacts with those 
around him. These are, of course, crudely oversimplified 
positions, but differences between psychological theories of 
childhood still make it impossible to agree on the relative 
importance in early development of such factors as the 
infant’s eventual realization that he is one very small being in a 
world apparently peopled by giants. 



3/The child’s 
personality 


A human baby can seem to show very passionate, even violent 
feeling almost from the first moment of birth. When the baby 
later feeds on the breast or bottle, he may attack the source of 
food with something approaching rapacity: for Freud, this 
was an unmistakable manifestation of sexuality in the young, j 
Before feeding, he may cry in the lusty way that has led many 
mothers in the past to dope their babies with laudanum or 
other opiates to stop them waking up the rest of the household. 
But a crying baby is difficult to suppress indefinitely. St Augus-1 
tine denounced such early crying as a sin to be eradicated as 
soon as possible, but even he agreed that the baby might not| 
be able to help it. 

However, this is a very partial. Western view of babyhood, 
based particularly on feeding methods that do not always pro¬ 
vide the infant with nourishment on demand. In other cultures, 
where mothers carry their babies around with them most of 
the time, and where suckling can take place almost whenever 
the baby wills it, much less extreme emotion is reported. 
Crying, which seems to us such a typical part of baby be¬ 
haviour, may be infrequent, muted and brief. 

We are in another area where behavioural characteristics 
may owe as much to the culture in which they manifest them¬ 
selves as to any emotion intrinsic to babyhood itself. Within i 
our own culture, there are arguments over the effects of en¬ 
vironment even before birth. Does any excess tension a 
mother may experience during pregnancy necessarily affect 
the child she is carrying? Is birth itself the trauma that Freud 
described, leaving us ever after with recurring claustrophobic 
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nightmares of choking in restricted surroundings? 

Obviously, a baby will start interacting with his environ¬ 
ment immediately he is born, and recent psychological work 
has drawn close attention to the active ways in which he sets 
out to master his surroundings. But it is still possible to find 
some underlying emotions common to all childhood states, 
even though each culture will always bring out different traits 
in its children - leading to the sort of divergences that can be 
so confusing when we are looking for common factors. 

ATTACHMENT 

At the most fundamental level, a baby must attach itself to 
older, competent figures in his environment or he will die; he 
needs a constant food supply and warmth that he cannot pro¬ 
vide for himself. We have already briefly discussed in the 
previous chapter some ways in which infants seek to secure 
and further this type of potentially life-giving attachment. 
At what stage the baby’s emotions are involved is hard to say, 
but to the extent that a baby quickly learns to recognize his 
principal caregivers, he will also appear to show quite soon a 
kind of pleasure in their presence and, later, grief at their 
departure. Measuring and labelling such emotions is notor¬ 
iously subjective; a baby’s first smile is very much an 
instinctive reaction to certain crude stimuli, at least in the 
early stages. The fact that a baby to begin with smiles im¬ 
partially either at a mother’s face, a hideous mask, or a blank 
oval piece of cardboard bearing two dark holes as rudimentary 
‘eyes’, suggests that talk of any particularly directed ‘love’ on 
the baby’s part, at this stage, is hard to sustain. But later, 
when the child shows a wider range of signs indicating both 
pleasure and displeasure, it would seem permissible to suggest 
that he enjoys the presence of certain adults, and enters into 
simple games of tickling or peek-a-boo with every indication 
of happiness. Equally, if the baby is thwarted in some way or 
other, he may then show unmistakable signs of distress. 

This dichotomy between pleasure and distress is of course 
very oversimplified. It has been estimated that there are many 
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different types of crying a baby can produce, and most mothers 
can quite easily distinguish between, say, an angry cry and a 
distress cry. The expression of pleasure, too, is similarly 
complex, and children show an increasing range of emotions 
as they grow older. For the moment, however, one can say 
that all normal babies are born with the capacity to attach 
themselves to other human beings, that they commonly show 
pleasure in this attachment, and distress when it is interrupted 
in any vital way. 

Such a blanket statement naturally covers a formidable 
amount of variation, found both in history and in contempor¬ 
ary society. The Victorian literary figure, Augustus Hare, 
describes a visit in Florence to ‘a foundling hospital where all 
the children were brought up and nursed by goats and where, 
when the children cried, the goats ran and gave them suck’. 1 
This practice could still be found in at least one Italian 
foundling hospital at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
and has not been uncommon throughout history. Writing of 
France in the sixteenth century, Montaigne declared that 

It is common in my neighbourhood to see the women of the 
village, when they are unable to nurse the children from 
their own breast, calling in the aid of goats. And I have at 
this moment two lackeys who never drew woman’s milk 
longer than a week. These goats are very quickly trained to 
come and feed these little ones, to recognize their voices 
when they cry and run up to them. If any other but their 
nurseling is brought to them, they will refuse to feed it; and 
the child in like manner will refuse to take milk from any 
other goat . 2 

Presumably, such children might also form strong attach¬ 
ments to their particular animals, although not necessarily: 
primary attachment is not always exclusively to the provider 
of food. Rudolph Schaffer mentions an infant sample where 
29 per cent ‘directed their first specific attachment at several 
individuals’. 3 Some societies are organized on multi-mothering 
systems, and babies there might be less likely to become 
attached to just one person. Margaret Mead, for example, 
draws attention to societies where a baby might be brought up 
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by anything up to forty different people. 4 Yet even here, at 
around nine months a baby will still go through a stage where 
lie rejects all but a small number of those who have taken part 
in his care and upbringing. 

Even so, such children may still have less fear of people 
outside the family than children in a society that favours 
intensive mothering by only one person. In such societies, a 
failure by the baby to form this primary attachment, because 
his principal caregivers cannot give him the attention and 
stimulation he needs, may be a far more serious matter. 
Whether or not the effects of this early failure are reversible in 
later life is a controversial topic in contemporary psychology. 
John Bowl by, for example, has argued that an early break¬ 
down in attachment may permanently affect an individual’s 
later ability to relate emotionally to others. 5 Other psychol¬ 
ogists have disagreed, stressing the inherent adaptability of 
young human beings. Given a chance to repair early failures 
through, say, sympathetic fostering arrangements or adoption, 
they would hold that there is no reason why a once deprived 
child should not be as normal in his future emotional relation¬ 
ships as anyone else. 

This argument is important: are infancy and childhood 
critical periods, in the sense that certain types of deprivation 
at this time may have irreversible effects upon the individual 
for ever after? Childhood has often been thought of in terms of 
critical periods, for example by Puritans worried about the 
effects of debased literature on the young, or by nineteenth- 
century philanthropists like Lord Shaftesbury, convinced that 
there was no future for children allowed to grow up in an 
atmosphere of crime. 

Certainly, so far as some physical factors are concerned, 
there are critical periods in infancy and before. If a pregnant 
mother contracts rubella (German measles) during the first 
seven weeks of pregnancy, she is very likely to bear a handi¬ 
capped baby. If a baby is undernourished over a long period, 
some of his brain functions may not develop normally - and 
may suffer irreversible impairment. As far as a critical period 
for the establishment of emotional bonds towards others is 
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concerned, however, the case seems still to be not proven. 
Sadly, most children who have had a bad start in life are 
likely to experience further deprivation as they grow older, 
simply because they will tend to stay in the underprivileged 
section of society where they began. In this way, they may well 
continue to receive less attention and care than they need, in 
the presence of frequently quite inadequate adult models on 
Whom to base their own future behaviour. In this way, the 
influence of their poor start to life can be formative, as their 
maladaptive patterns of behaviour are never likely to be 
modified. Yet given sound and long-lasting remedial help, 1 
such children - it is argued - could still recover. 

Perhaps the basic point one can salvage from the confusion 
surrounding this topic is that all children seem equipped to 
attach themselves to someone, or to several people, in their 
environment. If they are unsuccessful in their primary 
attachment, this can have serious effects later on, but there is 
some argument about just why this should be so. It has been 
suggested that societies which rely upon institutional or multi¬ 
mothering systems for raising children can provide infants 
with all the care and stimulation they require without any 
child needing to attach himself primarily to one person. 
Others would insist that all human beings are bom with a 
capacity to love unique figures in their environment and a need 
to be loved in turn - and that these emotions must be fulfilled. 
There, for the moment, we must leave this discussion, with its 
consequences for our question, ‘what is a child?’ only partially 
resolved. 

SECURITY, INDEPENDENCE AND FEAR 

All babies seem to develop a fear of strangers which tends to 
become evident during the second half of their first year and 
is probably linked with their growing ability to recognize 
more familiar figures in the environment. After the onset of 
this type of fear, a child will commonly seek refuge with a 
familiar person when any stranger comes. He will react 
similarly towards unfamiliar objects and situations. But from a 
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position of safety, perhaps the lap of someone he knows very 
well, a child may soon feel able to explore new situations, so 
long as he can always retreat quickly to base in the event of 
further alarms. Children without the security of a familiar 
figure at hand may act far less confidently in novel situations. 
The same tendency can also be found in the behaviour of 
young apes and other higher mammals at an early stage of 
development. In some of Harlow’s early experiments, whereby 
baby monkeys were reared in the company of dummy mothers, 
the infants would still rush to their strange parent and cling 
to it when something frightening was introduced into the cage, 
such as a mechanical teddy bear which moved forward beating 
a drum. After a brief period of clinging, however, an infant 
monkey would pluck up enough courage to look at the pre¬ 
viously terrifying toy bear ‘without general alarm. Indeed, the 
infant would sometimes even leave the protection of the 
mother and approach the object that a few moments before 
had reduced it to abject terror.’ 6 

Fear is, of course, a basic emotion in all humans: through 
his genes the child inherits the physical manifestations of fear. 
One of a baby’s earliest instinctive reactions is the ‘startle’ 
response, when he first throws out and then bends both his 
arms and legs at any sudden movement, loud noise or un¬ 
expected loss of support. While this particular reaction soon 
disappears, babies commonly show fear of heights from an 
early age, and this too is an inborn response, occurring both in 
humans and in other young mammals long before there has 
been any genuine opportunity to learn about such dangers. 

In later years, some of the fears children experience arise 
more from their imaginations. Fear of the dark, for example, 
appears to be an almost universal phenomenon, and children 
often report fear of the supernatural, even though they may 
never have had any experiences to account for it. Frequently, 
frightening stories told to children have been blamed - again 
no new situation. Children ‘begin very early to be susceptible 
of fear, much sooner than persons not accustomed to them 
would imagine’, warned Dr George Armstrong in 1771, and 
another medical colleague from the same era, Dr Watson, 
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observed that ‘it is still more dangerous to frighten them 
suddenly with harsh words, disguised persons, stories of ghosts 
and goblins’. 7 

Charles Lamb described one father, the early-nineteenth- 
century poet Leigh Hunt, who having himself been harried 
and sometimes terrified by his brother as a child, was deter¬ 
mined to bring up his own son - Thornton Hunt - with ‘the 
most scrupulous exclusion of every taint of superstition’. He 
‘was never allowed to hear of goblin or apparition, or scarcely to 
be told of bad men, or to read or hear of any distressing story*. 
Yet even so, this ‘nurse-child of optimism’ seemed to have just 
as many fears as any other child, once put to bed in the dark - 
starting at ‘shapes, unborrowed of tradition, in sweats to 
which the reveries of the cell-damned murderer are tran¬ 
quillity’. 8 

Lamb’s account here would be of interest to most psycho¬ 
analysts, who - in the words of one of them, Dr Ernest Jones - 
tend to believe that ‘young children spontaneously create in 
their imagination, both consciously and still more un¬ 
consciously, the same images of horror and terror, and that 
they suffer from nightmares without ever having listened to a 
fairy story’. 9 Without going quite as far as this, we could agree 
that all children are predisposed to experience fear, both real 
and imaginary, and when questioned young children, at least 
in the Western world, still commonly talk of supernatural or 
other fantasy sources of danger rather than more realistic ones, 
such as fire or road accidents. The search for the young 
Siegfried - the boy who knows no fear - belongs to myth, not 
reality. There may be very large individual differences in this 
area, possibly even at a hormonal level, with some children 
more disposed to take immediate flight from fearful situations 
than others. Environmental influences, such as the overstimu¬ 
lation of fear in the young by horrific stories or hell-fire 
sermons, or the deliberate creation, by conditioning, of fear of 
certain objects or situations, may also play their part in exacer¬ 
bating a universal predisposition. 
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PLAY, AND ITS ROLE IN EXPLORING 
THE WORLD 

As we know, babies are more ready to explore novel objects and 
situations from a position of security. In fact, this type of 
exploratory behaviour seems to be common to all children, and 
is one aspect of the play of all young mammals. De finin g play 
in exact terms is not easy, especially with the very young, so 
much of whose activity is difficult to characterize with cer¬ 
tainty. From the very beginning, all normal thriving human 
infants seem to want to explore their environments, starting 
with their own bodies and going on to simple objects around 
them. Jean Piaget, the psychologist who has done most to 
bring this early period of development into focus, concentrates 
both on what the infant sets out to do and on how he achieves 
his goals. At the first stage of development (roughly the first 
two years), which Piaget describes as the ‘sensori-motor* 
stage, an infant will clutch at objects, suck them if possible, 
and turn them round in his hands, inspecting them. He will 
also take an interest in any simple changes in his environment. 
A new kind of rattle may attract his attention more than a 
toy he is already familiar with. 

For Piaget, this type of activity suggests that a baby enters 
the world ready to act upon and to some extent to put into 
order the different sensations, shapes, sounds and smells that 
make up his environment. This view was an important 
development in the psychological concept of the child, and 
Piaget’s research helped discredit the idea that an infant was 
a largely passive organism, reacting unselectively to any 
stimulation that happened to impinge upon him. Piaget saw 
the child as active almost from the start, selecting stimuli from 
his environment, and welding some of his perceptions into 
patterned sequences of behaviour or ‘schemas’ which he could 
then use to predict or pattern the events around him. In this 
way, a child will eventually make many discoveries for himself 
- for example, that an object will disappear if he throws it out 
of the cot, but (as he also learns later) that such things do not 
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necessarily cease to exist simply because they can no longer be 
seen. 

Not every psychologist subscribes to Piaget’s theories, 
but most would agree that a baby participates more actively in 
his adaptation to the environment and initiates events more 
often than was once thought. Play seems a vital factor in this 
early adaptation, and as such is a universal phenomenon in 
all normal childhoods. We have already mentioned that 
emotionally deprived children often do not show the normal 
child’s active curiosity, and there are other abnormal circum¬ 
stances that may affect children’s play. Writing about life in 
Victorian cities, for example, Paul Thompson mentioned the 
persistence of play in the young of all classes, save in extreme 
cases of poverty, where the immediate problem of finding 
enough food seemed to drive out all playfulness. 10 Much the 
same sort of thing can still be found in contemporary studies 
of communities living at this level of poverty. 

But play, from an infant’s early exploring to the games of 
older children, seems to be a universal feature of normal child¬ 
hood. Toys date back to the very earliest civilizations, and 
throughout history adults have mentioned play as a charac¬ 
teristic of the young, whether human or animal. Evidence for 
this can be found as far back as the eleventh century, in a 
contemporary Life of Anselm , Archbishop of Canterbury , by 
Eadmer. St Anselm, ‘having begged his parents to send him 
to school. . . was as a little boy, the story goes, entrusted to a 
relative who took his duties as a teacher so seriously that. . . 
he kept the child constantly at his studies and never let him 
out of the house to play’. Almost driven out of his mind 

by this imprisonment, the young Anselm was finally re¬ 
turned to his mother in such a state of anxiety that he turned 
away from her and refused to speak. In tears at the thought 
that she had lost her son, his mother decided on a policy of 
complete permissiveness, ordering all of her servants to let 
the child do whatever he might wish and not to oppose him 
in any way; through this treatment he was restored to his 
former happiness. 11 
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This lesson of maternal understanding and insight, how¬ 
ever, was lost on many future parents, including John Wesley. 
When he founded his own school at Kingswood, he made one 
rule ‘particularly, that the children should never play’. But 
even iron discipline and the added threat ‘that a master should 
always be present with them’ failed to make this rule accept¬ 
able or perhaps even viable. In fact, the school itself was 
something of a disaster, and even at the time Wesley was 
criticized for his ignorance of the ‘true nature of childhood’. 

The most precocious, adult-oriented children seem to have 
played too. The young Macaulay, who according to a maid in 
the house talked ‘quite printed words’ from an early age, was 
also said to be ‘as playful as a kitten’, and used to construct 
games on Clapham Common, where a barely perceptible ridge 
was always referred to by him as ‘The Alps’. 12 

Most psychologists would agree that since many types of 
play are found, in some form or other, in so much animal life 
as well, it clearly must have a general biological signific¬ 
ance. For example, exploratory play would seem to have an 
obvious function for any creature that has to adapt itself to 
its environment, while individual play with movement, so 
often expressed in general intense, physical activity, clearly 
has value in developing bodily co-ordination and motor skills. 
Some social play, involving games with other children, while 
it may have this type of function too, can be important for 
other reasons. Imitative games among children, for example, 
are an extremely common phenomenon particularly after 
infancy, and often reflect behaviour found in the adults of the 
species - the little boy playing at soldiers with his friends, or 
the girls acting at being mother, for example. But such 
examples of sex bias in play immediately raise other questions. 
Do boys play aggressive games, and girls play games involving 
nurturant behaviour, because it is in their nature to do so, or 
because they are simply imitating the adult roles they see 
around them? There is no certain answer to this question at 
the moment; what does remain true, however, is that this type 
of group social play tends to decline sharply around puberty. 
Of course adults may continue with forms of play - like certain 
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sports - which are identical with some of their activities as 
children. But in other areas there are essential differences 
between adult and child play, something which has already 
been argued in a previous chapter. 

DO CHILDREN NEED OTHER CHILDREN? 

If it is true that social play is commonly found among children, 
does it follow that all children are naturally social in outlook? 
To some extent, this question must rest on what we want to 
mean by ‘social’; babies, for example, are social in that they 
want to attach themselves to other figures in their environ¬ 
ment. Will an older child have similar feelings about becoming 
involved, say, with his peer group? 

Let us look at animals again. It is difficult, for example, for a 
psychologist to teach a very simple learning task to a sheep 
when it is on its own. Bring another sheep into the laboratory, 
however, and this most gregarious animal instantly becomes 
more tractable. No one would argue that human beings are 
as socially dependent as this, though studies of individuals 
in prolonged solitary confinement, sometimes self-imposed for 
the purposes of scientific research, suggest that the condition 
can be very harmful (although this could be due to a general 
lack of sensory stimulation). Again, Harry Harlow discovered 
that a monkey brought up for the first six months with a 
dummy mother, which could either simply feed it or provide 
a soft surface for it to cling on to, was strikingly abnormal 
in its later behaviour as an adult and unable to mate naturally 
with the opposite sex. When the motherless females of the 
sample conceived, as a result more or less of rape by ex¬ 
perienced males, they mistreated their offspring to the extent 
that the babies eventually had to be removed for their own 
safety. 13 

These monkey mothers slightly improved in their second 
and third pregnancies. But when a similar group of motherless, 
isolated baby female monkeys were allowed just one hour’s 
play each day with their peer group during their infancy, their 
later performance as mothers improved a great deal. On the 
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other hand, baby female monkeys brought up with their 
natural mothers, but deprived of all playmates, once again 
showed serious deficits in their mothering techniques when 
the time came. Thus early experience with the peer group 
seems of paramount importance for the later social maturity 
of monkeys of either sex. 

Is this finding relevant for humans? Certainly, even quite 
small babies often react positively to the presence of other 
people, old or young - the sound of a human voice alone may 
sometimes stop a baby crying. Small babies, from their pram 
or cot, will often watch older children playing for long periods 
of time, apparently quite absorbed - a phenomenon labelled 
‘observer play’. Later, a toddler may seem to enjoy the 
company of his own age group, even though his rudimentary 
language development and general egocentricity make it 
difficult for him to play co-operatively with another child. But 
he will happily play his own game alongside other children in 
a type of parallel play. Even at this early stage, the child may 
quickly learn to discriminate between special favourites and 
other children he is less interested in. 

As he gets older, and needs less protection and guidance 
from home, a child often seems to gravitate even more towards 
his peers. There are many practical reasons why this should 
be so: societies often band children together by age groups, 
for educational or other purposes. The age of a child will 
partly determine who is prepared to play with him - it is likely 
to be someone at the same stage as himself. A younger child 
may have simpler needs and less developed skills; older 
children may be out of step in. 

There is plenty of evidence to show that children - like 
adults - are deeply affected by their experience of their con¬ 
temporaries, particularly when it comes to imitation, setting 
‘social norms’ such as sex-role identifications, and learning 
values, conventions and attitudes. This would seem to indi¬ 
cate that children are at least predisposed towards being 
influenced in social matters by a wider group. Parents and 
other adults alone will not be able to prepare a child for all the 
social forces and tensions that arise from living in a com- 
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munity of contemporaries. As Bernard Shaw once wrote, ‘Old 
people and young people cannot walk at the same pace without 
distress and final loss of health to one of the parties.’ In a 
society where children are free to play, at least some of the 
time, the noise and vigour common to the young would indeed 
seem to make them natural companions for each other. 

There have also always been some solitary children, who 
seem to get little from their peers and may prefer the company 
of much older people. Yet how often this represents a free 
choice, rather than compensation for lack of social skills, or 
absence of opportunity for socialization with their own age 
group, is not clear. Such solitary children may still people their 
games with imaginary friends, and friendlessness at one age 
may be succeeded by sociability at another. Certainly the norm 
in many different societies seems to be for first the family and 
later also the peer group to act as the socializing agencies 
which shape in the child the behaviour and attitudes accept¬ 
able to that particular culture; children who make use of the 
family only, when other opportunities are there, seem to be 
exceptional, or reared in rather unusual circumstances. 

THE WHOLE PERSON 

So far we have considered some common aspects of childhood, 
such as attachment, fear and play, but in isolation from each 
other. What of the complete personality, the sum of the inter¬ 
play of these and all the other emotions that go to make one 
young human being? Many have tried to find common patterns 
here, as all the generalizations about ‘man’ and ‘the child’ 
testify. For example, the Christian concept of original sin 
links all children together in a particular way, giving the 
teacher or parent the clear task of driving, or sometimes 
beating, out the bad and replacing it with good - the knowl¬ 
edge of God. Such a message has run through many historical 
concepts of the child. 

In this century early theories of psychoanalysis have some¬ 
times appeared to present another version of original sin in 
their descriptions of the young. It is impossible to do justice to 
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i lie complexity of these theories in any necessarily shortened 
account, but in so far as Freud in particular has had an 
immense effect upon the twentieth-century image of the child, 
some attempt at explanation - however inadequate - is still 
necessary. Briefly, Freud saw babies as the inheritors and in a 
sense as the direct expression of the instinctual, largely 
pleasure-seeking energy that runs through all mankind, which 
lie described as the libido. For Freud, a baby is very sensitive 
lo certain areas of his own body: feeding becomes a focus for 
general erotic feelings, and the baby bitterly resents the onset 
of weaning, which robs him of the breast - or bottle - which 
has given him so much oral satisfaction. Later he will become 
conscious of different sorts of pleasure concentrated in the 
anal zones. He may violently object to the way his toilet 
functions, which he is likely to be proud of, evoke general 
disgust in the adult world and must eventually conform to 
adult control - the toilet training that can indeed be one of 
the main areas of dispute between a parent and a young child. 
In time, the child will have to sublimate whole areas of this 
early instinctual energy into modes of behaviour that are more 
acceptable to society. Like adults too, he has to accept a way 
of life where the instinctive drives which make up what Freud 
called the ‘id’ must learn to coexist with those repressive 
functions existing in each of us as ‘conscience’ or ‘super-ego’. 
Squashed between the instinctive id and the repressive super¬ 
ego is the individual ‘ego’ that tries to balance these two 
irreconcilables. The result is a personality - reflected in the 
society around it - where an essentially fragile stability can 
only be achieved through a constant process of repression. 
Later, Freudian theory played down this early instinct theory 
in favour of a model of man which showed him as more 
essentially adaptive to the demands of society. Even so, the 
idea of the personality as something of a battlefield between 
opposing instinctive and repressive forces was never really lost. 

It has been said that neither Freud nor psychology in 
general ever discovered anything really important about the 
baby that mothers and nursemaids had not always known for 
themselves, out of their own experience. However, since his 
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work more attention has been focused, rightly, on the infant’s 
emotions and their strength even at an early age. Partly as a 
result, mothers are encouraged not to wean their babies too 
abruptly, but to make it a gradual process. In toilet training, 
the modem approach again is to be patient with the child, not 
showing anger or disgust at early failures. 

Even so, some of the more specific predictions that Freud 
made about the later individual development that would arise 
from unresolved tensions in these areas have not looked very 
impressive when researched in any organized way. While it 
may often be true that disturbed children show some of their 
difficulties in the area of feeding or toilet habits, they do not 
always carry the marks of this disturbance into later life. For 
example, Freud suggested that a child who had been toilet 
trained too early and severely might develop later into what he 
described as an ‘anally fixated’ character: in general terms, 
be overfastidious, obstinate and mean. Again, the child who is 
weaned prematurely and suddenly may be tomorrow’s orally 
fixated character; a person who always wants more and can 
never get enough. (These are, in fact, excessively simplified 
descriptions; psychoanalytic theory would describe character 
disorders resulting from these fixations in far more detail - 
although rival schools of psychoanalysis sometimes predict 
that quite different effects will arise from the same basic 
trauma.) 

In crude terms, both the ‘anal’ and the ‘oral’ character 
types, as outlined above, can be said to exist, but there often 
seems little obvious relationship between their characteristics 
and their feeding or toilet habits when children. It seems more 
likely that infants react to atmospheres as much as to par¬ 
ticular practices. Strict toilet training by a mother who is 
otherwise warm and loving may be a very different experience 
from the same regime operated by a parent who is cold and 
rejecting. 

Freud’s predictions, moreover, are often extremely culture- 
bound. Attitudes to toilet training are quite different in other 
parts of the world, where it may be seen as a far less crucial 
process and be left much more to the individual child to 
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resolve. The idea that the anal stage inevitably involves con¬ 
flicts for the young is therefore hard to justify, even though 
Freud may have often been perceptive about his own society. 
The same might be said of weaning: even within our own 
time, ways of feeding the young have changed considerably. 
In the first edition (19x4) of the booklet Infant Care, brought 
out by the United States Department of Labor’s Children’s 
Bureau, no solid foods at all were recommended until the 
baby was at least one year old. Today, the mother might start 
on prepared vegetables, fruit or protein for her baby within 
the first six months. In this sense, weaning becomes a phased 
process from early on, with the baby becoming used to a 
mixed diet, combining some solid foods with a regular milk 
intake, quite soon. But in a society that relied very heavily on 
milk as sustenance for the first two years of a baby’s life, a 
sudden break to other forms of food might well face the child 
with something of a crisis in his habits and expectations. In 
modern Western society, however, the changeover in feeding 
methods is less dramatic and less noticeable. It is hard to 
imagine in these circumstances that weaning still symbolizes 
for the baby the withdrawal of love that Freud supposed. 

THE OEDIPUS COMPLEX 

Perhaps the most famous of Freud’s notions on personality 
development is contained in his theory of the Oedipus com¬ 
plex, which suggests that every infant boy wishes to possess 
his mother and supplant his father (with girls, the theory 
works in reverse, where the father is the love object to be won 
from the rival mother). When the child eventually realizes 
that whatever his efforts (which may include sexual exhi¬ 
bitionism towards his mother and jealous displays directed at 
his father) he is never going to succeed, he then retreats into 
what Freud called a period of latency. Here the child gives up 
his wishes for omnipotence and models himself on his father, 
realizing that he will have to develop a genuine masculinity 
and maturity before he can achieve his goals. 

The theory is open to attack on cross-cultural grounds. The 
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strict, patriarchal family that Freud experienced in nineteenth- 
century Vienna, whose life style might often have led to the 
thwarting of young males, can hardly be taken as a model for 
societies all over the world, though Freud in claiming that the 
Oedipus complex was universal appeared to assume that it 
was. There are, for example, societies where the children do 
not know their fathers, and examples within our own culture 
where it is the father who takes on the traditional maternal 
role. 

Before dismissing the notion that the Oedipus complex is an 
inevitable part of normal development, however, it is worth 
considering how often jealousy and possessiveness do appear 
in some form in the lives of children. In literature, too, there 
are recurrent situations that could be described as Oedipal. 
Freud, of course, named the complex after the Greek myth, 
where Oedipus slays his father and makes love to his mother. 
Folk tales all over the world, sometimes handed on from one 
culture to another, sometimes springing up independently, 
record similar stories, where an older, authority figure has to 
be slain before the hero can win his bride (although such 
figures are not named as father and mother, they could be said 
in Freudian terms to symbolize these roles). 

Folk tales only survive in an oral culture if people pass them 
on. It would seem reasonable to suppose, therefore, that those 
tales that can be found in almost every culture must have some 
significance for their audience. Looking at the Oedipal myth 
again, it could be said that it does, in fact, represent in sym¬ 
bolic form the type of development all children mutt undergo 
in their progress towards maturity. A child, like the hero, must 
set out, often with little in his favour and vulnerable to many 
of the powerful forces around him. He must eventually escape 
the domination of his elders and attain sexual maturity; could 
this be one of the processes symbolized in slaying the giant, 
ogre or dragon and winning the bride? Such stories after all 
do in a sense describe a universal human pattern. In Ruth 
Benedict’s words, 

The major discontinuity in the life cycle is, of course, that the 

child who is at one point a son must later be a father . . . The 
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child must be sexless so far as his family is concerned, where¬ 
as the father’s sexual role is primarily in the family. The 
individual in one role must revise his behaviour from almost 
all points of view when he assumes the second role . 14 

In this sense, the Oedipus complex, although possibly not 
a universal phenomenon, given its exclusively family con¬ 
notations, reflects a common fantasy of young people faced by 
a long wait for adulthood and aware of their present im¬ 
maturity. It is wrong, of course, to imagine that only children 
enjoy folk tales; even within our own culture, fairy tales were 
the property of all ages until quite recently. For an older 
audience, the myth of the hero may hold memories of personal 
battles won in the past, or relate to recurring fantasies in the 
mind of mankind. Myth by definition can never be tied down 
to any particular meaning or need; it always has the capacity 
to touch on a whole range of experience and imagination. 

STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES IN THE 
PSYCHOANALYTIC APPROACH 

It would be shortsighted to dismiss all Freud’s work simply 
because it does not follow orthodox scientific lines. Scientific 
research may only be able to make limited progress in the 
analysis of a person or of society; some of the most important 
determinants of personality may always elude psychologists’ 
careful experimental or observational techniques. Freud’s 
views on the emotional turmoil of a child’s essential develop¬ 
ment are sometimes easy to attack, yet they may still make 
more complete sense of overall human development than the 
gleanings from academic psychology, which so often tackles 
only the safer, less controversial sides of human beings, such 
as their problem-solving ability or perceptual discrimination 
skills. 

Psychoanalysts also have suggested the presence of other 
universal feelings or fantasies in mankind. Freud believed for 
example that, while developments such as the Oedipus com¬ 
plex were products of an emotional situation common to all 
children’s lives, we were actually born with what he termed 
w.c. c 
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‘phylogenetic’ memories. Thus the practice of circumcising 
the young is based on such an unconscious ‘folk’ memory, 
stored away in mankind’s brain since the origins of human 
society, of the elders of the tribe castrating small boys in order 
to rid themselves of potential rivals. Circumcision since then, 
therefore, symbolically re-enacts an ancient sacrifice. Carl 
Jung, Freud’s one-time collaborator, took this idea further 
with his theory of archetypes, which supposed that mankind 
shared a ‘collective unconscious’. This explained for example 
why certain symbolic forms occur in dreams and art even in 
very different cultures, and why particular stereotypes are 
common in world fiction. The universal image of the witch, 
for example, could be mankind’s personification of the child’s 
resentment and suspicion of his mother when she thwarts 
him in some way, a type of anger strongly emphasized in the 
writings of Melanie Klein. 

The psychoanalytic stress on myth and folk memory, how¬ 
ever, is open to the charge that it overemphasizes the inborn 
side of man at the expense of proper consideration of the social 
forces that support and mould him into what he is. Instinctual 
forces, after all, may be adaptable - one culture’s view of sex, 
for example, may be very different from another’s. Purely 
social pressures may in some cases influence the individual’s 
life style, and his satisfaction with it, much more force- 
fully. 

Another psychoanalyst, Erik Erikson, has tried in particular 
to link psychoanalytic theory with the recognition that social 
life too is a natural expression of human aspiration, rather than 
the inevitably repressive force upon the individual that Freud 
envisaged. Erikson takes some of Freud’s basic ideas, but 
expands them into an eight-stage developmental plan which 
takes the individual from infancy to old age. The termination 
of each developmental stage offers something of a crisis to the 
individual: if he manages it more or less successfully, this will 
secure him a good base for future growth. If he fails, his 
development as a person may be seriously endangered. 

For example, an infant at the first stage has to develop a 
basic trust in himself and his environment. For Erikson, this 
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will largely depend upon the feeding experience: is this pre¬ 
dictable and pleasurable for the infant, or something hurried 
and unsatisfying? In general, do the parents support the child 
when he is frightened or in pain, and is he encouraged in his 
early skills? If he is enabled in this way to learn to trust his 
parents and through them the whole adult world, this - for 
Erikson - enables him to complete successfully his first stage 
of psychological growth. He is then in a good position to pass 
on to stage two, brought about by his growing ability to walk 
and talk. This stage is termed by Erikson ‘Autonomy versus 
shame and doubt’ and in a sense corresponds to Freud’s anal 
period, just as the first stage is similar in many ways to Freud’s 
oral stage. The main dilference between the theories is that 
Erikson emphasizes the child-rearing practices that mould 
such biological dispositions into general kinds of social 
behaviour. The infant, in this sense, is faced by a social as 
much as an instinctual crisis at each stage. Both Freud and 
Erikson, though, believe that failure will affect future success¬ 
ful personality development. At stage two, for example, the 
child begins to work at ways of becoming independent from 
his parents: new skills of movement enable him to explore the 
world around him, and growing mental processes help him to 
make more of his own choices. If things go well, he should 
start experiencing the autonomy of someone who is largely in 
control of his own body, including his toilet functions. But if 
those around him try to press him too hard, and he is made to 
feel inadequate and ashamed in toilet functions as well as in 
other ways, then he may not enter the third stage at around 
four or five - where he should develop genuine initiative of 
mind and body - with any real confidence or hope of success. 

Erikson’s theories are well known and influential. They 
offer a total developmental plan for human beings - still a 
fairly rare achievement in a subject as fragmented as human 
psychology. There are critics, however, who from the start 
have insisted that Erikson’s theories are still too narrowly 
based upon psychoanalytic dogma. For example, is it really 
necessary to give so much emphasis to oral and anal functions 
when the baby is soon so busy with other skills and interests? 
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Could such an emphasis be even less relevant in cultures or 
periods with fewer preoccupations about hygiene than our 
own? A modern historian, for example, found when reading 
through the diary of a seventeenth-century clergyman who, 
as far as the growth of his children was concerned, 

never mentions anything connected with the natural func¬ 
tions : the attitudes to urination and defecation as well as the 
location and condition of toilets are never discussed. It is 
therefore impossible to deduce anything about sanitation and 
difficult to make an analysis of ‘personality types’ along 
Freudian lines. We do not know whether omission reveals 
disgust, shame or mere indifference. 16 

Many contemporary psychologists would pick out other 
quite different features of early development as crucial. The 
American psychologist R. W. White, for example, suggests, 
rather like Piaget, that the growing child’s constant physical 
activity is witness to his innate need to establish competence 
over his environment. 18 For White, a child’s feelings of 
inferiority to an adult do not go back to his acknowledgement 
of genital inferiority at the end of the Oedipal stage, as Freud 
would have predicted. Rather, they represent the child’s wider 
understanding of his lack of competence in a whole range of 
skills. He will set about trying to establish his mastery of things, 
using his parents both as models and as occasional helpers. No 
other psychological theory, according to White, can possibly 
account for the sheer energy and constant activity of the young, 
so often busy without any obvious reward save the pleasure 
intrinsic to activity itself. 

Bertrand Russell once wrote that animals investigated by 
American psychologists tended to learn tasks by an energetic 
process of trial and error. The same species, when studied by 
German psychologists, apparently preferred to sit down and 
wait for a flash of insight. Is the behaviour White describes 
universal, or is it the product of a vigorous, pioneer society, 
where ‘getting on’, whether by babies, businessmen or 
psychologists, has a significance not always found in other 
cultures? Again, what role do individual differences and 



The child’s personality 69 


genetic inheritance play? How do they interact with the style 
of upbringing and the specific adult models of behaviour with 
which the child may be expected to identify? 

This chapter will have made clear some of the difficulties 
that arise when one attempts to suggest any universal models 
for behaviour and for the emotions, of which only a few have 
been examined in this chapter. Are other emotions, such as 
sympathy, shame, envy, pity, awe, also common to all human 
beings, and therefore found in all children at some stage? 
There have been endless arguments over this sort of question, 
but over and above a limited number of basic drives, universal 
patterns of emotion and motivation become hard to demon¬ 
strate. This does not, of course, necessarily imply that they do 
not exist. All the theorists so far discussed may seem to be 
right about some children some of the time; perhaps for the 
moment this is as much as we can hope for from a science, like 
psychology, that is relatively new. Whether we can be more 
certain about universal patterns of intellectual growth is 
something that will be explored in the following chapter. 



4/The child’s mind 


ORGANIZING SENSATION 

‘The baby,’ according to William James, ‘assailed by eyes, ears, 
nose, skin, and entrails at once, feels it all as one great bloom¬ 
ing, buzzing confusion’ (often misquoted - with ‘booming’ 
forming a tempting substitute for ‘blooming’). 1 But is James 
right? Modern research techniques suggest that from the first 
moments babies are capable of discriminating between many 
of the sights and sounds that surround them. Confusion and 
stress generally arise only when a baby is presented with 
stimulation that he finds overwhelming, such as very loud 
noises, or a profusion of bright, complex shapes too close to 
his eyes. Otherwise, far from being ‘assailed’ by all the 
sensations coming to him, a normal baby seems to welcome a 
stimulating environment, and almost immediately sets about 
organizing it into manageable proportions. 

Much of our understanding of how he does this is due to 
Jean Piaget. It is hard to overemphasize the importance of 
his contribution to the concept of the child that has developed 
in this century. It would be fair to say that before Piaget 
no one was particularly interested in the intellectual growth 
of babies as something important in its own right and with 
its own rules and mannerisms. Instead, psychologists tended 
to see infants’ developing intellects primarily in terms of how 
closely their type of thinking approximated to adult thought. 
Thus a normal baby was thought gradually to pick up those 
adult mannerisms and speech habits common in his environ¬ 
ment. His thinking would then come to resemble an adult’s, 
though lacking the knowledge that education would in time 
supply. An intelligent child was therefore one who was for- 
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ward in, say, historical or scientific knowledge, and biographies 
of eminent men often stressed this type of precocity. 

There is much that is true in this picture; intelligent 
children may have unusually retentive memories for some of 
the details of adult knowledge around them. But Piaget’s 
principal contribution, perhaps, has been to show that in many 
ways young children, whether noticeably bright or not, do not 
reason in the same way as adults. On the surface there may be 
similarities, but once children’s thinking over a whole range 
of problems and topics is analysed (in the way Piaget did with 
his own and other children) typical structures tend to emerge. 
These, in turn, seem to follow certain developmental patterns. 
Studies of children in other cultures seem to support the view 
that children think in a way that is intrinsically different from 
adults - something that is of great importance in our search 
for common factors in childhood. But do all children think in 
the same way at similar periods of their lives? 

INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT 
ACCORDING TO PIAGET 

Before attempting to answer such a question, it would be as well 
to sketch in some of the developmental patterns that Piaget 
outlines, and the reasons for the shape they take. As we have 
seen, Piaget always stresses that a child initiates his own learn¬ 
ing, and that he is born with the desire to assimilate his dis¬ 
coveries about the world around him into mental patterns that 
will enable him to make simple suppositions and predictions 
about it. Returning to William James again: it is true that the 
newborn is presented with literally millions of different 
stimuli which are constantly developing and changing. Piaget 
suggests that, faced by this state of flux, the baby is naturally 
geared to make as much sense of it as he can, picking out 
simple patterns in time and space, and learning to adapt his 
behaviour accordingly. For example, he may learn that the 
sound of his mother’s step by the door, in conjunction with a 
sensation of hunger in his stomach, is likely to result in feed¬ 
ing. This in turn may lead him to make anticipatory sucking 
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motions. At other times, he may put other items of early 
experience to the test: he may explore further a favourite toy, 
or some particular cause and effect he has stumbled upon - 
for instance, pulling a cord that makes a mobile above his head 
move. This sort of activity, it is true, is not very different from 
the learning by association that was such a popular idea with 
nineteenth-century British philosophers like Herbert Spencer 
or John Stuart Mill. But Piaget constantly stresses the almost 
ceaseless activity of babies; far from lying inertly waiting for 
something to happen that they can then interpret, they seem 
to seek out, practise and perfect early skills for their own sake. 
For example, a baby’s babbling, once thought of as a pleasant 
but mindless pastime, is now seen - among other things - as a 
way for the baby to practise the sounds he has picked out 
from adult speech. 

This type of practice, according to Piaget, is of central 
importance: the baby is constantly modifying the patterns he 
has established from experience by adding new information 
and perceptions which he gets from his exploratory activity. 
Piaget describes this process as accommodation. It should be 
clear that from the beginning a baby’s growing understanding 
will be based both on the observed consequences of his actions 
and the modifications to his mental structures brought about 
by his increasing knowledge of the physical world. Much later, 
when lie is old enough to be told things by others, most of what 
he hears this way will make sense and become genuinely 
integrated into his personal mental schema only if it relates to 
his previous stock of experience. Thus a child cannot be seen 
merely as a miniature adult, passively soaking up other people’s 
knowledge. Rather, he will absorb experience only in so far as 
it seems relevant and can be understood; not surprisingly, 
some of the knowledge he absorbs in this way may emerge as 
rather different in shape and content from when it left his 
parent’s or teacher’s lips. 

For example, anyone trying to explain the mysteries of 
sexual reproduction to a five-year-old in too much clinical 
detail should not be surprised if the child restructures the 
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information to fit his own immature understanding. A child at 
an early age will not react in a detached, scientific way to any 
discussion of physiology; he is bound to try to integrate new 
facts into the more simple scheme of things he already has. An 
example from Komei Chukovsky makes this point: 

Five-year-old Volik Schmidt reacted in this manner when 
his mother openly discussed with him, at length and in 
detail, the process of procreating babies. He began at once to 
improvise a long ‘novel’ about his life in his mother’s womb: 

‘There was a partition there . . . between her back and her 
tummy.’ 

‘What kind of partition?’ 

‘The kind with a door. The door was very tiny. Yes, yes - 
I saw it myself when I was in your insides. And there is also a 
tiny, tiny room there. A little uncle lived in it when I was in 
your tummy ... I visited him, drank tea with him. Then I 
played in the small garden. There was a little garden there 
too - with sand in it. And a little wagon ... I played with the 
kids there and took rides with them in the little wagon.’ 

‘How did the kids get there?’ 

‘They were born to the litde uncle. Many, many children. 
And all of them were boys - there were no girls.’ 

‘And you lived with them?’ 

‘I often visited the little uncle, and when it was time to be 
born I said good-bye, shook hands with him, and came out 
of your belly .’ 2 

It is easy to see that young Volik can only visualize his 
mother’s womb in terms of the domestic architecture and 
general experience already familiar to him. Piaget described 
such early thought processes as ‘egocentric’, not implying 
selfishness but rather the way in which the young inevitably 
see the world from their own very subjective point of view. 
Personal experience is, after all, the only thing a child can 
draw upon; it has made sense up to now and there is no 
reason to change it - until future events suggest modifications 
which bring it closer to an adult reality. Thus it may be natural 
for a small child to think that it is his going to bed at night that 
causes the sun to go down, rather than vice versa; the two 
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events usually go together, and the child may be used to 
ordering other events in his life, demanding food or attention 
from others as the mood takes him. 

ANIMISM 

In Piaget’s words, ‘So long as the child supposes that everyone 
necessarily thinks like himself, he will not spontaneously seek 
to convince others, nor to accept common truths, nor, above 
all, to prove or test his opinions.’ One example of this, per¬ 
haps, can be found in the phenomenon of animism, which 
involves the attribution of human thoughts and emotions to 
non-human organisms, a process which Piaget describes as a 
stage of every normal child’s intellectual growth. Thus, doors 
may be punished for swinging on to small hands, toys praised 
or blamed, and the family car given a Christmas present. The 
whole process, and some of the ways in which it gradually 
comes to be replaced, has been described by Nathan Isaacs, 
one of the first psychologists to popularize Piaget’s ideas in 
the English-speaking world. 

The child doesn’t believe , for example, that ‘everything is 
alive’; he simply doesn’t know that ‘everything isn’t alive’. 
He simply turns to all kinds of things with the expectations, 
or the habitual modes of behaviour, which he has in fact 
drawn from his experience of living things. He does not 
know that locomotives don’t want biscuits - how should he? 
He doesn’t know this until he offers a biscuit to a locomotive 
(or things like it) and the locomotive takes no notice whatever, 
behaving quite differently from his brother or the dog. 3 

Since his early work on children’s broader ideas about 
themselves and the world around them, Piaget has preferred 
to investigate more specific areas of children’s thinking. His 
more recent work, for example, has tended to centre on certain 
problems to do with children’s perception. While he has him¬ 
self sometimes questioned the efficiency of some of the 
research techniques used with children in his early work, his 
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general findings from this period of his research have never- 
ihclcss stood the test of time extremely well, providing 
researchers since then with useful hypotheses to test for them¬ 
selves. A number of psychologists, for example, have tried to 
discover whether animism is a universal thought process, given 
that in a Western culture traditional stories and nursery 
rhymes such as The dish ran away with the spoon may actually 
instil or at least encourage animistic thinking from an early 
age. Margaret Mead, for example, claimed to find no evidence 
of animism in her studies of the Manus children of New 
Guinea. But her conclusions have been challenged by a 
psychologist, Gustav Jahoda. 4 He points out that the child’s 
belief in animism stems from an early inability to dissociate 
the inner from the outer world, leading to his ‘introjecting’ 
external objects with some of his own thoughts and feelings. 
Some of this introjection may happen at a time when the child 
is still at a very simple stage linguistically, so that it is difficult 
to elicit information about his mental processes through 
questions. As he grows older, he may discard his animistic 
ideas as they prove inappropriate to later experience, but only 
then may he have the linguistic ability to answer researchers’ 
questions on animism. In Jahoda’s own study of children in 
West Africa, he was able to confirm that some of the responses 
given to him by younger children were clearly animistic. Such 
responses declined with age, and were not necessarily elicited 
from all children. Nevertheless, since the younger the child the 
greater the animism, Jahoda may indeed have found a universal 
trend which had previously eluded researchers because of 
linguistic difficulties. Even if young children do show a more 
adult understanding of the inanimate in some examples, this 
does not rule out the possibility of animistic thinking in 
others. We should not expect children to be consistent in their 
intellectual approach: as Nathan Isaacs pointed out in the 
passage already quoted, their learning is bound to be patchy, 
and to depend to some extent on the experiences they have 
already had. 

If early belief in animism is a universal trait, it would follow 
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that other evidence of egocentricity (in Piaget’s terms) would 
also be found in children’s early mental processes, whatever 
the culture, and to a certain extent this appears to be so. Where 
geography is concerned, for example, a child may begin by 
imagining that the place where he lives is the centre of the 
universe; only later may he be able to place it in a wider 
scheme of things. Gustav Jahoda, again, this time studying' 
children aged from six to eleven in Glasgow, found a natural 
progression from a child’s simply knowing about the im¬ 
mediate street he lived in, to seeing it as part of Glasgow, to 
seeing Glasgow as part of Scotland, and finally to being able 
to place Scotland in the context of the United Kingdom. At 
each of the earlier stages, children were unable to think in 
terms of a wider context. 5 

There have also been a number of studies made of children’s 
conceptions of time. Small children live very much for the 
moment, putting everything in the past under one blanket 
term such as ‘yesterday’. Even older children sometimes find 
it hard to think of the past in terms of any ordered succession 
of events, so that a grandmother, Guy Fawkes and Julius 
Caesar may all be imagined as living at the same time. Only 
later is the past seen in a longer time span than that covered 
by a few generations. Again, so far as duration of time is con¬ 
cerned, it seems common for children to think first simply in 
terms of days, and then weeks, before longer spans such as 
seasons or years are really comprehended - possibly not until 
the age of seven. Once again, the young child starts out from 
his own essentially egocentric viewpoint; only later is he able 
to divorce his concept of time from the immediate here and 
now. 

It would be wrong to suppose that exactly the same sorts of 
ideas about geography, history or time would necessarily be 
found in all children. Much will depend upon the local culture 
which the child is trying to make sense of, so that children in 
different societies will reflect in their early intellectual develop¬ 
ment their society’s ideas on these topics. Even so, there may 
still, because of the common egocentricity of children, be 
similarities in the way they think about the diverse cultures 
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in which they are bom. Piaget suggests a number of common, 
curly intellectual patterns. There is finalism, for example: the 
belief that everything is designed for the express use and 
convenience of man, so that the sun comes out and then 
follows us just in order to keep everyone warm. The child will 
ulways look for a purpose, since for him everything in nature 
has some kind of justification and motivation. In turn, this 
leads to the notion of immanent justice, in which the universe 
shares man’s purposes. In this moral universe, there can be no 
coincidences or meaninglessness. To use one of the situations 
l’iaget commonly put to children, if a thief stole some money 
and ran over a bridge which broke under him, the bridge 
would break - according to the young children who were 
asked - because it was a thief who ran over it, not for instance 
because the planks were rotten. 

It can be seen how closely this type of thinking is linked to 
ihc childish animism already discussed. To this, Piaget adds 
a third thought process, which he terms realism. For Piaget, 
realism (and as usual his sense has little connection with the 
standard meaning of the word) describes the way in which 
thought and action are often confused in a child’s mind, so 
that if he wishes for something to take place he may some¬ 
times see this wish as the equivalent of actually making it 
happen - a kind of magic, in fact. This lack of differentiation 
between the self and the outside world (where indeed a child 
has difficulty in distinguishing between physical and psycho¬ 
logical effects) helps explain why younger children commonly 
believe that their dreams are real experiences. In this way, 
thoughts, wishes and feelings may get confused with the ability 
to affect and change things in the physical world, so that a child 
might ask his parent to stop it raining outside. Later, the child 
may believe that he can do this himself, if he wills it hard 
enough. At another level, if a small child has a very strong 
fantasy about something he would like to have happened, he 
may end up by quite sincerely believing in its objective 
truth. 
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DO CHILDREN AND PRIMITIVE ADULTS 
THINK ALIKE? 

The illusion of omnipotence running through children’s 
thought processes at the egocentric stage brings to mind 
similar aspects of thought in historical and primitive societies, 
as well as reminding us of incidents and practices in our long 
tradition of folk and fairy stories. If such thought processes 
can be found almost universally, this would seem strongly to 
support both Piaget’s theories and the idea of a common child¬ 
hood for man, from which each may or may not grow accord¬ 
ing to the level of education available to him. The idea that 
primitive, pre-industrial man naturally thought like a child, 
and that the growth of each individual’s mental processes re¬ 
capitulates the development and history of civilization itself, 
is now discredited. Modern anthropologists have shown that, 
while attitudes to nature, totemism and other institutions in 
the primitive world may indeed display a type of animism also 
found among children, primitive man’s thought and behaviour 
in other areas of life can be quite as rational as anything found 
in more advanced societies. Says Raymond Firth: ‘In nutri¬ 
tion, technology, economics, law and the activities of family 
and kinship we have seen the primitive as a reasonable being. 
His solutions to the vital problems that confront him, though 
they are often different from ours, appear to us as alternative 
rather than illogical.’ 8 

Again, the supernatural beliefs of primitive man are now 
more commonly seen as an integral part of the whole practical 
social world in which he has to live: a mythopoeic back-up, as 
it were, to the social bonds that hold any society together. To 
expect a consistently literal belief in various rites and rituals 
would be to repeat the sort of mistakes sometimes made by 
nineteenth-century anthropologists. Rather, primitive man 
can on occasion be as objective about the myths that bind his 
society together as we can be about ours. Mary Douglas quotes 
the following: ‘Once when a band of IKung Bushmen had per¬ 
formed their rain rituals, a small cloud appeared on the 
horizon, grew and darkened. Then rain fell. But the anthro- 
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pologist who asked if the Bushmen reckoned the rite had pro¬ 
duced the rain was laughed out of court.’ 7 One can imagine 
the same reaction from representatives of the National 
Farmers’ Union if a rainstorm followed immediately upon the 
Archbishop of Canterbury’s fulfilling their request that he 
pray for rain. In fact, such requests were often officially made 
in times of drought at the annual general meeting of the 
Union, and were until quite recently regularly announced on 
the news bulletins of the BBC. 

So while it is facile to equate the thinking of primitive man 
with that of a child, Piaget is probably right to insist upon the 
frequent convergences between adult and infantile thinking, 
whether among primitive men, pre-Socratic Greeks, or in less 
guarded moments among adults in our own society. Egocentric 
thought, as defined by Piaget, does appear to be a forerunner 
of all later human intellectual development, in whatever 
society, and its ubiquity suggests that it is indeed a universal 
stage of mental growth in children and in some cases con¬ 
tinues into adult thought processes too. As Piaget puts it 
himself. 

To sum up, where there is convergence between the thought 
of the child and historical representations, it is much easier 
to explain the latter by the general laws of infantile mentality 
than by reference to a mysterious heredity. However far back 
we go into history or prehistory, the child has always pre¬ 
ceded the adult, and it can be assumed that the more primitive 
a society, the more lasting the influence of the child’s thought 
on the individual’s development, since such a society is not 
as yet capable of transmitting or forming a scientific culture. 8 

Examples of infantile animism and omnipotence persisting 
into adult thought are not hard to find. Reports of magic, 
where thoughts - in the form of spells - are believed to affect 
those at whom they are directed, are commonly found both in 
anthropology and history. Similarly, pre-scientific attempts 
to make sense of and find order in the world have often led to 
the impersonal universe being invested with human motiva¬ 
tions and desires. Thus natural disasters may be attributed to 
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divine anger; and good happenings taken as evidence that the 
same divine government has been appeased - perhaps by 
human intervention in the form of sacrifice, ritual or prayer. 

There is no need to look only to anthropology for examples 
of some of these beliefs, when there are so many available from 
our own past. The French historian Lucien Febvre has stated 
that the mental equipment of a sixteenth-century Frenchman 
quite lacked concepts as important to us now as ‘causality’ or 
‘regularity’, and any sense of the impossible. Everything had 
to have an explanation, and in the absence of a more detached, 
scientific insight, people accepted a magico-humanized uni¬ 
verse, where dreams might foretell the future, and omens 
were taken seriously. In this world, animals were sometimes 
thought to behave like humans, and even inanimate objects, 
like stones, had the power to take on human shape and 
movement. 9 

The intellectual climate of sixteenth-century England has 
recently been described in rather the same way by Keith 
Thomas. 10 In church, the sacrament was believed to have 
magical properties for those who took it, and prayers were 
recited as if they were charms in situations where people 
wished to ward off evil luck - for instance, when searching 
for medicinal herbs. A great many things were thought to 
possess magical properties, including colours, letters and 
numbers. A parent’s blessing or curse was held to be 
enormously significant. Turning to folk or fairy tales, one 
again finds talking animals, magic and spells and a moral 
universe where streams or forests may allow the free passage 
of the hero but turn back the villain. In stories as in real life, 
dreams and omens were thought to be accurate prophecies of 
the future, and lucky charms could make all the difference 
between success and failure. We can also find evidence of 
another egocentric thought process described by Piaget, 
artificialism - the belief that all the objects and events in the 
world were made by men for men. Thus the shape of a certain 
mountain, or the position of some standing stones might be 
explained in terms of the actions of a mythical hero or villain, 
ever after recorded in folk lore. Similarly, magical, anthro- 
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pocentric explanations might be offered for everyday pheno¬ 
mena, such as why the sea is salt. Children, sharing as they 
do some of the same beliefs and conventions, enjoy such 
stories now; once, however, they were equally important to 
adults too, and in primitive societies today public storytellers 
are still popular figures. 

Even in the developed world, egocentric beliefs survive in 
adult thought. There is plenty of evidence that forms of 
superstition, exemplifying some of these quasi-magical 
thought structures, are still extremely widespread. In a 
lecture on modern folk lore, given to the Anthropology section 
of the British Association, A. M. Shearman - discussing those 
stories we tell that always happen to ‘someone else’ - main¬ 
tained that ‘Aspects of magical beliefs, cautionary morals, 
“divine” or “natural” justice, racial feeling, divine providence 
(can) be seen in the tales and this element plays a major part 
in their attractiveness and credibility’. 11 Another anthro¬ 
pologist, Geoffrey Gorer, has made the same point: ‘About a 
quarter of the population . . . holds a view of the universe 
which can most properly be designated as magical.’ 12 

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN CHILDISH AND 
ADULT THINKING 

This infantile element in adult thought should come as no 
surprise; Piaget himself admits to quite irrational behaviour 
when his car breaks down, involving ‘empirical trial and error 
at a very low level. At other times I go even lower and almost 
give way to magical behaviour.’ Other experimenters have 
found quite a large overlap between children’s explanations of 
why something happens and those of some adolescents and 
adults. The difference, however, between adults and children 
in this respect is that while adults can develop more stringent 
forms of logic and abstract thought, children up to a certain 
age simply do not seem to have that power. In a primitive 
society there may be less of a gap between the thinking of an 
adult and that of a child, although to imagine that the ani¬ 
mistic ideas of a primitive adult resemble those of his children 



82 What is a Child? 


in every detail is as reasonable as supposing that the religious 
beliefs of the Pope are identical to those of a Catholic junior 
school pupil. In some areas an adult may indeed think along 
broadly similar lines to children, but usually in a great deal 
more detail and general complexity. He may also retain in 
many areas of his life a type of wisdom drawn from his greater 
knowledge of the world he lives in, that is beyond the more 
limited, inexperienced understanding of most children. 
Raymond Firth has written: 

In the Missionary Notices of 1829 it is recorded that some 
missionaries talked to some Maori about the resurrection of 
the dead, when the following remarks were made by natives: 
‘How many persons have already been raised from the dead? 
Did you see them?’ Being answered in the negative they 
laughed heartily, saying ‘Oh! Indeed! You only heard of it 
from someone else.’ When ideas of this order are not backed 
up by their own traditions and current tales, natives are often 
ready to adopt this disconcerting commonsense attitude. 18 

And in other areas of skill such as technology, as we have 
already said, the adult’s understanding and control of the task 
in hand will be way beyond that of the child. 

In an educated society, the gap between adult and child 
thought may be different in kind as well as much greater in 
detail, and may exist in more areas. Not that the adult will 
always think in this more complex way; we should never 
suppose that, as we move from one developmental thought 
stage to another, we leave every element of the simpler type of 
thinking behind. In Piaget’s view, though, one crucial area 
where this gap obtains is in the development of concrete and 
abstract thought; this is important both for his theory and for 
any understanding of the nature of childhood intellect. 

Piaget sees intellectual development as progressing in four 
successive stages: the sensori-motor period (lasting from birth 
to two); the pre-operational period (lasting from about three 
to eight); the period of concrete operations (lasting from 
about eight to eleven) and the period of formal operations, 
which usually begins around eleven or twelve and forms the 
basis for abstract thought. All these stages will be discussed in 
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more detail, but for the moment it might be useful to con¬ 
centrate on the last two stages, of concrete and formal opera¬ 
tional thought. 

Very crudely, operational thinking, in Piaget’s terminology, 
describes thought that is logically structured. While a small 
child thinks intuitively, often being unable to describe quite 
how he has arrived at his conclusions, a child who has succeeded 
in operational thinking follows a more logical path, and is able 
if need be to retrace the steps he took in his argument. The 
type of intellectual development that makes this possible will 
be discussed shortly; for the moment, the chief difference 
between the third stage - concrete operations - and the fourth 
- formal operations - is the ability to reason abstractly. A 
child at the stage of concrete operations can think logically 
about tangible situations or events. He may show this ability 
in tasks where objects must be placed in sequential order, 
compared, or seen in other logical relationships with each 
other. But at the level of formal operations a child can reason 
abstractly without needing to manipulate or think about 
actual situations or events. This means that he can reason 
about the hypothetical, and indeed can think about thinking 
itself, both forming hypotheses and then testing them. The 
child who can think in this rational and systematic way can 
obviously detach himself more easily from the here-and-now 
that dominates the younger egocentric child. Indeed the 
formal operations stage can be seen as the necessary basis for 
all genuine intellectual exploration. 

Although Piaget states that children begin to enter the 
stage of formal operations by the age of eleven, this is by no 
means true of all children everywhere. Cross-cultural psy¬ 
chologists report that this type of formal logic and abstract 
thinking seems to depend on the presence of advanced forms of 
education. Without this, a whole society may remain at the 
stage of concrete operations, a type of thinking which in itself 
is quite suitable for the needs of an agricultural culture before 
it has moved into the more complex economy that necessitates 
a more abstract approach. 

This indeed may be one of the most vital differences be- 



84 What is a Child? 


tween a primitive and a developed society, so far as different 
styles of thought are concerned. Looking for such a distinc¬ 
tion, a modern anthropologist, Mary Douglas, makes rather 
the same point: 

There is only one kind of differentiation in thought that is 
relevant, and that provides a criterion that we can apply 
equally to different cultures and to the history of our own 
scientific ideas. The criterion is based on the Kantian 
principle that thought can only advance by freeing itself 
from the shackles of its own subjective conditions. The first 
Copernican revolution, the discovery that only man’s sub¬ 
jective viewpoint made the sun seem to revolve round the 
earth, is continually renewed. In our own culture mathe¬ 
matics first and later logic, now history, now language and 
now thought processes themselves and even knowledge of 
the self and of society, are fields of knowledge progressively 
freed from the subjective limitations of the mind. To the 
extent to which sociology, anthropology and psychology are 
possible in it, our own type of culture needs to be dis¬ 
tinguished from others which lack this self-awareness and 
conscious reaching for objectivity. 14 

To bring the argument back to children: in an educated, 
industrial society the division between concrete and abstract 
modes of thought could indeed be taken as one of the absolute 
differences between the child and the adult. Children cannot 
reason in a genuinely abstract way until they reach a certain 
stage, which in itself will depend upon previous education, 
chronological age and maturation. An older, adolescent child 
or adult, however, should normally have the ability to think 
more objectively, given a supportive culture and educational 
system. Adolescents and adults may not think in this way all 
the time: sometimes such forms of thought may hardly be 
used at all. But they should be at an educated adult’s disposal 
when he wants them, in argument or thought that demands a 
certain degree of abstraction. 

If this were the only intellectual division between adults and 
children, we should have to assume that there were no 
significant intellectual differences between the generations in 
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less developed societies, where abstract thought - in Piagetian 
terms - is not found. We have seen that this is a narrow and 
oversimplified view. In fact, looking both at such societies and 
at our own history, it is possible to suggest a number of other 
absolute differences between adult and child thought, again 
within the Piagetian framework, which manifest themselves 
at an earlier stage than that of formal operations. 

Going through Piaget’s developmental stages again, but this 
time starting at the earliest, the sensori-motor stage, we find 
there is a quite obvious difference between adult and child 
ability, which has always been recognized. At this stage, the 
child does not so much think as act, manifesting his growing 
intelligence through his actions. He soon learns, for example, 
that objects have a permanent existence; if his mother hides a 
toy under a blanket, an older baby will try to find it, whereas a 
younger child may lose interest, as if it no longer existed when 
it could not be seen. 

The acquisition of this concept of ‘object permanence’, 
together with the development of language, comes at the end of 
the sensori-motor stage and the beginning of the pre-opera- 
tional period, marked particularly by the type of egocentric 
thought already discussed. The child may now be thinking 
about his environment, but unable to see things except from 
his own essentially limited point of view. At the same time, his 
thinking will be dominated by simple perception rather than 
logic, and is described by Piaget as pre-operational precisely 
because of its intuitive, sometimes irrational quality; a child at 
this stage is frequently unable to comment upon his way of 
arriving at an answer, and indeed may not necessarily be able 
to come to the same conclusion twice over. At this stage, 
stories and accounts of actions may ramble from an initial 
situation, the child sometimes forgetting where he started out 
from, or how he got to his present position. 

Perhaps the difference between this mode of thought and 
the next stage of concrete operations can best be shown by 
describing one of Piaget’s most famous experiments. A child is 
faced with two identical balls of clay, which he and the 
experimenter agree are quite equal. The experimenter then 
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rolls one ball into a sausage shape in front of the child, and asks 
him whether the amounts of clay are still the same. A child at 
the stage of concrete operations will say that they are; a pre- 
operational child will commonly insist there is now more clay 
in the sausage shape, supposedly because it looks longer (if an 
adult were shown the sausage and the ball, not knowing that 
they contained the same amount of clay, he would very prob¬ 
ably say the same, forced to use only the evidence of his eyes). 

Piaget has sometimes been criticized for his use of verbal 
instruction in these early experiments; could a small child in 
fact be confusing the idea of ‘more than’ with the idea of 
length? Yet when these experiments have been repeated under 
modified conditions, the answers are still strikingly uniform, 
even from children of different cultures. Given some local 
variations, children up to the age of seven or so tend to answer 
one way; older children and adults will respond in a more 
logical manner. 

For Piaget, what primarily separates the two groups is the 
notion of conservation - roughly the idea that any substance 
remains the same in certain properties (provided of course 
that nothing is actually added or taken away from it) even 
though its external appearance may have changed. This idea 
of the essential invariance of matter, beyond superficial changes 
of appearance, has great significance for Piaget’s view of the 
intellectual development of the individual. The failure of a 
pre-operational child to understand the experiment with clay, 
or any of the other experiments to do with the conservation of 
liquids, number or other properties of objects, implies for 
Piaget that the child cannot think in terms of two dimensions 
at once: he can only ‘centre’ on one at a time. But an older 
child can see that the length of the sausage of clay and the 
roundness of the ball of clay compensate for one another. 
Besides, unlike the pre-operational child, he will be able to 
structure the present situation in terms of the immediate past; 
by remembering that the two balls of clay were originally the 
same, and then picturing the transformation of one ball into a 
sausage, an older child shows his ability to reverse thought 
from end-point back to initial situation, which Piaget defined 
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as essential to any mental operation. 

The significance of this particular mental step forward 
should now be becoming clearer. Basically, trying to under¬ 
stand the world from the evidence of simple perceptions alone 
is unsatisfactory; the eye can be so easily misled. The child 
needs to grasp some of the properties which do not vary 
according to appearance. As Jerome Bruner puts it: 

In time, the child recognizes that there is constancy across 
change in appearance. What he is doing in the process of 
mastering invariance is, of course, constructing increasingly 
stable models of the world, -ncreasingly comprehensive 
ones capable of reducing the surface complexity of the world 
to the limits of his capacity for dealing with information. 16 

Without this ability, any reliable (if rudimentary) conception 
of time, space, number, or logic would be beyond the indi¬ 
vidual. To that extent he will remain a slave to immediate 
sensation, perpetually at risk from perplexity and contradiction, 
and without the benefit of logical structures to pattern diversity 
more predictably and efficiently. 

Operational thinking can also help the individual to make 
better use of previous experience by linking the past meaning¬ 
fully to the present. He is no longer tied to the immediate 
here-and-now. The ability to think both forward and in 
reverse will enable him to form plans and hypotheses (although 
at this first stage only about concrete objects or situations) and 
then to test them out in his mind, checking a thought sequence 
for obvious gaps in logic. 

Another feature of Piaget’s description of this stage of 
development is what he calls the phenomenon of ‘decentring’. 
As we have seen, a small child sees everything from his own 
point of view. For example, in another of Piaget’s experiments 
children were shown a doll sitting on a chair looking at a three- 
dimensional toy mountain plus accompanying scenery, placed 
on a table top. The child was then taken round this model and 
asked, at different angles to guess how the same scene would 
appear if he were still seeing it from the vantage point of the 
doll - his answer taking the form of choosing a picture that he 
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imagined would accurately illustrate such a different perspec¬ 
tive. 

The result was that younger children chose the picture of 
the scene identical with the one they could see with their own 
eyes, even though they may have been looking at the scene 
from an angle of, 90 degrees to the doll’s hypothetical line of 
vision. Children of between six or seven, however, sometimes 
chose a picture that was not the same as the one they could see 
from their particular vantage point, although it might still not 
coincide with the picture the doll would see. It was only the 
children from eight or nine upwards who were nearly always 
accurate in their choices. 16 

Decentring, then, is the ability to see things from another 
point of view, in this case quite literally. This other point of 
view may be distinct from what the child is immediately 
conscious of, whether in time (remembering the clay sausage 
when it was once a ball), space (appreciating the necessarily 
different views of the toy mountain as viewed from different 
angles) or social understanding (how might another person feel 
about the same situation?). The emergence of some form of 
empathy, however rudimentary, is of enormous importance 
to the developing child, and to the human race as well. No 
other species has the ability to place itself imaginatively in the 
position of others. It is, of course, an ability that very often 
eludes adults as well as children, sometimes to the cost of 
civilization itself. But some feelings of empathy are essential 
if the child - or man - is ever going to learn to understand 
others. Later this understanding of others’ feelings may 
influence the area of moral judgement, so that early absolute 
judgements on complex issues often come to be superseded, 
given increased maturity and a society that encourages such 
discussion, by a position more related to individual circum¬ 
stances. 

As well as beginning to decentre in this way, the opera¬ 
tional child now has the ability to think in two dimensions 
simultaneously, as we have seen. This does not apply only to 
experiments with clay or water; it affects almost every mental 
operation. For example, it may be difficult for a pre-operational 
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child to grasp that a doctor can also be a father at the same time, 
or that a father can be a son and a brother too, although a child 
of eight or so can understand this perfectly well. Such a 
tendency to think in absolute terms makes it hard for the pre- 
operational child to see objects in relation to each other. He 
may have difficulties when it comes to putting objects accur¬ 
ately into any ordered sequence, or making distinctions 
between different kinds of categories. Thus if a group con¬ 
sisted of four girls and six boys, and a pre-operational child 
is asked ‘Are there more boys or more children in this group?’, 
he is likely to answer, ‘More boys.’ Similarly, a child at this 
age may find it hard to categorize objects consistently. Asked 
to sort a group of different objects into two types, he may 
choose an arbitrary distinction, such as colour, to separate 
them, even when the introduction of a third colour has made 
nonsense of the categorization, which should in fact have 
proceeded according to some more subtle cue such as shape. 
A child at the level of concrete operations may be able to 
change his strategy at this point, taking account of this new 
factor of a third colour; a pre-operational child may simply 
soldier on, less and less logically. 

There are other characteristics of operational thinking that 
one could mention, but perhaps by now its essential character 
and importance are becoming clear. Operational thinking 
enables a child to become more objective about his egocentric 
impressions, to understand relations between things and to 
categorize objects more logically. When a child is able to 
organize his perceptions in this more rational way, he is on the 
way to possessing a coherent intellectual system - very different 
from his earlier intuitive thinking. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LEVEL OF 
CONCRETE OPERATIONS 

Whereas formal operational thinking is only found where 
there is a certain kind of education, most human societies 
seem to reach a level of concrete operations. Only in certain 
hunter-gatherer societies do individuals never seem to grow 
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out of the pre-operational stage. Children in various societies 
and from different social backgrounds may differ in the 
intellectual area in which they first attain the concept of con¬ 
servation: Barbara Lloyd points out that sons of potters in 
Mexico, for example, understand the conservation of sub¬ 
stance earlier than children of parents in other crafts. 17 But 
it should not be assumed that once the idea of conservation has 
been grasped in one area, it will necessarily be applied to all 
the child’s thinking. He may understand the conservation of 
quantity (e.g. of objects) as early as six years old, but it may 
take another five years before the concept of the conservation 
of volume (e.g. of clay or water) is fully appreciated. Certainly 
by the age of eight or so, most children will realize that the 
amount of water does not change when it is poured from a short 
fat container into a long thin one. But it may take another 
three years for them to work from this to the idea that the short 
fat flask and the tall thin one, if the same amount of water fills 
both to the brim, must necessarily be exactly alike in capacity, 
or volume. 

Nevertheless, the striking fact remains that concrete opera¬ 
tional thinking occurs in nearly all human societies, and its 
attainment does not necessarily depend upon any formal 
education. According to David Elkind: ‘Children in bush 
Africa, Hong Kong and Appalachia all attain concrete opera¬ 
tions at about the same ages as middle-class children in 
Geneva and Boston.’ 18 Some recent attempts to speed up the 
transition to concrete operational thought through a specially 
devised educational syllabus have not been impressive. Quite 
how children come to make this transition in thinking style 
remains an open question, but it almost certainly depends upon 
an interaction between environmental stimulation, previous 
experience and physiological development. J. M. Tanner, for 
example, considers that Piaget’s successive stages probably 
depend to a large extent upon the progressive maturation and 
organization of that part of the brain known as the cortex, 
although he also allows that ‘without at least some degree of 
social stimulus the latent abilities may never be exercised’. 19 

This might explain why it is so difficult to teach operational 
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thinking to children before they are intellectually ready for it. 
It also suggests why, once children have attained the concept 
of conservation, it is then very difficult to persuade them from 
it. A Norwegian psychologist, Jan Smedslund, tried setting up 
an experimental situation which by trickery appeared to 
contradict the fact of conservation. Two equal lumps of 
plasticine were shown to the child, one was then altered 
radically in shape, and the child was then asked to predict 
whether it would still weigh the same or not. The child was 
required to test his prediction by weighing the two quantities 
of plasticine on a scale balance. But surreptitiously the ex¬ 
perimenter stole some plasticine from the total amount as he 
changed its shape, so that it did in fact weigh less on the 
scales. Children who hadm erely been coached into ideas of 
quantity conservation before the experiment quickly reverted 
to pre-conservation notions - this proved, for them, that 
somehow changing the shape of the plasticine had changed its 
weight. But children who had already arrived at the concept of 
conservation by themselves, and who had no need of previous 
coaching, simply would not accept what was going on, 
correctly insisting that there must be some mistake or trick. 20 
In this way, operational thinking - once it has been acquired - 
seems to have some of the force of an organized intellectual 
system that cannot simply be unlearned - unlike a more 
isolated piece of knowledge which would not necessarily 
be bound up with a whole new style of thinking. This again 
suggests that the process is accompanied by a maturing of the 
nervous system which enables a child to reason like this - in a 
way that would not have been possible, except superficially, at 
an earlier stage. 

Could it be that the attainment of operational thinking plays 
a universal part in definitions of childhood? Time and again 
in history one finds cases where the adult world has drawn a 
distinction between the younger child, with his predilection 
for play and general lack of real understanding, and the older 
youth, who is thought to have attained an age of reason and is 
therefore more responsible for his actions. This is well illus¬ 
trated in a story about the young Moses, not quoted in the 
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Bible but found in the Talmud: 

About this time, when Moses was three years old. Pharaoh, 
sitting at his banquet table, with his queen upon his right, 
Bathia at his left, and his two sons, with Bil’am and the 
princes of his realm about him, took Moses upon his lap. 
The child stretched forth his hand, and taking the royal 
crown from Pharaoh’s head placed it upon his own. 

In this action the king and the people around him imagined 
they saw a meaning, and Pharaoh asked: 

‘How shall this Hebrew boy be punished?’ 

Then said Bil’am, the son of Be’or, the magician, ‘Think 
not, because the child is young, that he did this thing 
thoughdessly . . .’ 

When the judges and wise men assembled according to 
the order of the king, Jithro, the priest of Midian, came with 
them. The king related the child’s action and the advice 
which Bil’am had given him, requesting their opinions on the 
same. 

Then said Jithro, desirous to preserve the child’s life: 

‘If it be pleasing to the king, let two plates be placed before 
the child, one containing fire, the other gold. If the child 
stretches forth his hand to grasp the gold, we will know him 
to be an understanding being, and consider that he acted 
towards thee knowingly, deserving death. But if he grasps the 
fire, let his life be spared.’ 

This advice met with the king’s approval, and two plates, 
one containing gold, the other fire, were placed before the 
infant Moses. The child put forth his hand, and grasping 
the fire put it to his mouth, burning his tongue, and becoming 
thereafter ‘heavy of mouth and heavy of tongue’, as men¬ 
tioned in the Bible. Through this childish action the life of 
Moses was saved. 

Here, the distinction between two levels of childhood is 
clearly made, in terms of an immature response to the more 
immediately attractive but dangerous fire, or a responsible 
reaction to the less enticing but more valuable gold. There 
are many other examples of adults seeing childhood as defined 
by some cut-off point in the ability to understand. Through¬ 
out his book, Arifes emphasizes the significance attributed to 
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the age of seven in France in the sixteenth century and before. 
For many adults seven seemed to mark the beginning of some 
sort of age of reason; before that, as in one medieval text 
quoted by Ari£s, ‘That which is born is called an infant, 
which is as good as saying not talking, because in this age it 
cannot talk well or form its words perfectly, for its teeth are 
not yet well arranged or firmly implanted.’ And elsewhere too, 
children under seven seem to have been considered good only 
for playing games, and as ‘not worth much when all is told’. 
This boundary may have originated in Roman law, which 
was later absorbed into most North European legal systems. 
According to that, children under seven were legally infantia, 
and then until puberty (fixed at the age of fourteen for boys, 
and twelve for girls) tutela impuberes. In England, as late as the 
eighteenth century, a child once over the age of seven was held 
responsible for his crimes: in one typical case a small girl aged 
seven was hanged in the Market Place in Norwich for stealing 
a petticoat. 21 Bearing in mind the importance this age always 
seems to have had in adults’ perception of children, is it co¬ 
incidence that Piaget has found that most children do indeed 
start showing evidence of early operational thinking at around 
this time? 

There are also legions of affectionate stories throughout 
history of younger children saying the wrong thing at the 
wrong time or, in Piagetian terms, showing their powers of 
assimilating adult ways and phrases, while still unable to 
accommodate them into a correct context of behaviour. ‘When 
little children are caught in a trap, when they say something 
foolish, drawing a correct inference from an irrelevant 
principle which has been given to them, people burst out 
laughing, rejoice at having tricked them, or kiss and caress 
them as if they had worked out the correct answer.’ 22 This 
irritable complaint by Fleury, a seventeenth-century peda¬ 
gogue, obviously refers to those little stories that were later 
to become so popular in the pages of Punch during the nine¬ 
teenth century, or in small collections often edited by prosper¬ 
ous ladies, of children’s artless and occasionally artful remarks. 
To quote a typical social ‘howler’: 
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Child: ‘Do you eat hay?’ 

Guest: ‘No; why do you ask?’ 

Child: ‘Because Mummy says you eat like a horse.’ 

There can, of course, be more delicate shades of misunder¬ 
standing, where it is only the social significance of certain 
phrases, and not their literal meaning, that is misunderstood. 
Molly Weir recalls; 

Once I got carried away by what I thought was Grannie’s 
praise of a chum’s mother who had a particularly explosive 
laugh. I burst out admiringly, ‘Oh, Mrs D., laugh like that 
again. My Grannie says you’ve a laugh like a hen cackling.’ 
Grannie seized me by the ear the minute I came in from play 
and demanded to know why I’d been so silly as to cause 
trouble like this, for of course Mrs D. had been furious. 
Somehow I just couldn’t make Grannie understand that I 
thought it was a compliment. If I had been able to laugh like 
a hen cackling I’d have been delighted with my cleverness. 23 

In another context, children’s tactless honesty has been seen 
as admirable, especially when it punctuates pomposity or 
justifiably passes on home truths, as in Hans Andersen’s The 
emperor’s new clothes. 

Obviously children may also make awkward remarks after 
the age of seven and the onset of operational thinking, but by 
and large I would suggest that most societies distinguish 
between children before what is often loosely thought of as the 
beginning of reason, around seven or so, and afterwards, 
when more is expected, and when formal education has often 
started. Such a distinction will not be a hard and fast one, but 
it may partly rest on the perception of differences between pre- 
operational and later thinking. A pre-operational child, as we 
have seen, is more inclined to believe in surface appearances; 
his concentration span is shorter, his perception of cause and 
effect limited, and his ability to leant from other people’s 
experience small. If he walks away from home he may not be 
able to find his way back, unless he is in very familiar sur¬ 
roundings. Unlike an older child, he may not be capable of 
forming or retaining a mental image of the series of actions or 
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decisions that are required in following a new route. When he 
tries to classify objects, he may put them together in an 
arbitrary, subjective manner. A big coin may seem to be 
worth more than a small one, simply because of its superior 
size, and an older child may be able to cheat him out of, say, 
an expensive wristwatch by offering in exchange a wooden 
catapult. For a younger child, both objects may simply be toys, 
and the catapult if anything more desirable. 

An inability to judge accurately between appearance and 
reality, to see the underlying significance of one’s own or 
other people’s actions, to spot significant relationships, or to 
have any reliable concept of number, will always to a certain 
extent make the pre-operational child inferior to and de¬ 
pendent on adults and older children. It will also limit his 
usefulness in work situations demanding concentration, or 
logical or sequential thinking. I suggest, therefore, that most 
societies in some senses recognize the pre-operational stage and 
make allowances for it. Naturally, though, when a child has 
attained operational thinking he does not immediately become 
an adult; in a developed society this may have to wait for 
mastery of formal operational thinking after a great deal more 
education. But when a child is at the stage of concrete opera¬ 
tions he will certainly be on something closer to an equal 
footing with the adults around him, especially in a simple 
society where the basic techniques of handicraft and agri¬ 
culture may not call for more than this level of intellect. 

CAN CHILDREN’S INTELLECTUAL 
DEVELOPMENT BE SPEEDED UP? 

There are other important ways in which children can be dis¬ 
tinguished from adults, but different intellectual levels and 
styles do seem to provide one useful means of defining the 
child in diverse societies. The distinction may mean very little 
when we are faced by a child prodigy who can think like an 
adult, and inevitably it is stories of children such as these that 
have been most popular throughout history. Records of the 
intellectual development of normal children, at least outside 
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the schoolroom, are harder to find. 

Sometimes, however, a society has put a high premium on 
early education. This happened in Elizabethan and Stuart 
England when the Renaissance created general respect for 
learning. At that time, children might be expected to read 
Latin and Greek at the age of five, and many - with parents 
who could afford it - seemed to have achieved high educa¬ 
tional standards at this early age. Does this sort of evidence 
contradict what we asserted previously, that stages of intel¬ 
lectual growth cannot be hurried by intensive teaching? Or 
is it that all children are naturally disposed to learn languages 
anyway, and have good powers of rote memory at an early 
age? Is this what the Elizabethans built upon in such early 
education? Whether such infants also showed early analytic 
skills as well, and were able to reason abstractly in advance of 
their twentieth-century counterparts, we really cannot assess. 

On the other hand, there is new evidence that the ages which 
Piaget tentatively put forward as ‘norms’ for attaining the 
various stages of mental growth may indeed vary. Other 
psychologists maintain that when presented with carefully 
modified versions of some of the experimental situations 
originally set by Piaget, children can respond to them more 
logically than Piaget himself would once have thought likely 
or even possible. 24 This might support the idea that the timing 
of the acquisition of such stages is still not really well under¬ 
stood. 

Certain parents throughout history have set out to push 
their children’s intellects as hard as they can, sometimes with 
marked success. The eighteenth-century Dr Malkin, for 
example, described his sons as ‘linguists at 3 profound 
philosophers at 5, read the Fathers at 6’. 26 But again one 
would like to know what he meant by a ‘philosopher’. Yet it 
could also be argued that no one today, not even a psychologist 
anxious to prove an experiment with his own children, would 
ever dare push his infants quite as hard as the Elizabethans 
did, with long hours of study and frequent beatings. So the 
exact effect of such forcible feeding on the earlier development 
of intellectual skills must in some ways remain an open 
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question - but an important one, which I shall discuss further 
in the final chapter. Whatever the possible variation in age for 
the attainment of Piaget’s intellectual stages, there is con¬ 
siderable cross-cultural evidence that individual intellectual 
development does follow the sequence he suggests. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In fact - as will have been clear - much of the argument in this 
chapter rests on Piaget’s experiments and theories. In a new 
science like psychology it would be optimistic to hope for a 
developmental theory on which every psychologist could 
agree but, though Piaget’s ideas have been modified in detail 
over the last fifty years, they still hold together most success¬ 
fully, and in broad outline have provided researchers in 
European and other cultures with scientific facts that on the 
whole have been confirmed by further experiments. Piaget has 
provided the only complete theory of intellectual development 
at present available; no other theory covers such a broad area 
in so much detail. It has not been possible in the space avail¬ 
able to consider different explanations of human intellectual 
development, but Piaget in my opinion still offers the best and 
most comprehensive guide to these processes, and can throw 
most light on any search for common psychological factors in 
children. 

But does Piaget, even so, tend to concentrate too much on a 
special kind of child - European or American, middle-class, 
and used to ordering his own environment? Jerome Bruner, for 
example, has drawn attention to the way in which very im¬ 
poverished children in America and elsewhere develop 
linguistically and intellectually. For a child born in a culture 
where there is a general feeling of hopelessness and ineffective¬ 
ness, there may be less stimulation to achieve that mastery 
over the environment that is so central to Piaget’s theories. 
Jerome Bruner again: 

Quite possibly it is only the ‘powerful’, well-cared for, 

competent child who sees the world in the pattern of his own 

feelings, and not the malnourished child of many traditional 

w.c. D 
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subsistence cultures ... It may be that a collective, rather than 
individual, value orientation develops where the individual 
lacks power over the physical world. Lacking personal 
power, he has no notion of personal importance. In terms 
of his cognitive categories, now, he will be less likely to set 
himself apart from others. 28 

This recalls Burckhardt’s comment about the Middle Ages: 
‘Man was conscious of himself only as a member of a race, 
people, party, family or corporation - only through some 
general category.’ In this sense, an inability to distinguish 
between the inner and the outer world is certainly not some¬ 
thing always confined to young children. 

We have already pointed out that unfavourable environ¬ 
mental conditions, whether malnutrition or lack of stimulation, 
can indeed stunt children in various ways. Such conditions 
were widespread in the past and still are in some under¬ 
developed countries today. Even so, for a psychologist like 
Piaget who works from a biological point of view, it makes 
more sense to study an organism which is functioning in 
optimum conditions - which in the case of the child implies a 
certain level of food, stimulation and emotional security. 
Given these, Piaget’s theories are a reliable guide. They can at 
least help us understand children living in other than very 
straitened circumstances. 

The conclusions of this chapter, that, other things being 
equal, young children think in a different style from older 
children and adults, may not seem revolutionary. Yet clarify¬ 
ing such differences has not always proved easy, and putting 
them into the context of a universal developmental scheme 
may help us to make clearer generalizations about children 
and adults in the future. 
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So far we have looked at the child from four different but 
related viewpoints, and tried to establish certain constant 
features in a picture that varies widely over time and space. 

Socially, the child is receptive to the different biases of the 
culture he is bom into, and the particular ways in which these 
are transmitted to him by his parents or caregivers. Because 
of this, any search for the ‘natural child’, over and above the 
minimum common ground, faces difficulties. There is, for 
example, widespread evidence that marked individual differ¬ 
ences exist, possibly relating to genetic inheritance, body type 
and basic personality structure. But perhaps even more im¬ 
portantly, childhood is so much - though not entirely - a 
function of adult expectations and practices that it will always 
reflect differences between cultures, which may sometimes 
mask the essential similarities between all children. But 
receptivity to a prevailing culture is in itself a constant 
characteristic of all childhood. Children brought up without 
adult influences, as the so-called ‘wild’ or ‘wolf’ children were 
once thought to be, would in a sense be inhuman, lacking any 
of the socializing influence from an immediate social group 
that contributes so much to human nature itself. The very 
existence of ‘wild’ children brought up by animals and living 
apart from human civilization, is anyway now in doubt, and 
the whole idea seems to owe more to mythology than to 
scientific research. But children who have been abandoned in 
less romantic circumstances to live alone in extreme neglect 
over a number of years have had little that is human about 
them when they have been discovered, so far as capacity for 
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speech, thought or feeling is concerned, although treatment 
has helped some to recover at least partly from this state. 

Physically, the growing child is faced by certain physio¬ 
logical constraints that will limit what he can do; otherwise, his 
general development of motor skills tends to follow a fairly 
predictable path. His sexual immaturity puts him in a different 
category from adults, although societies may interpret this 
distinction in different ways. 

Emotionally, all young children soon leam to attach 
themselves to a limited number of more mature figures, and 
at certain times show fear of strangers outside this select 
group, but different societies react differently to this be¬ 
haviour. All children seem to experience fear at certain com¬ 
mon situations or fantasies, but they also appear to derive 
pleasure from exploring the world around them, very often 
through the medium of play. Later, the growing child will 
normally become interested in the activities of others, especially 
his own contemporaries. Growth towards sexual and intel¬ 
lectual maturity sometimes seems to face children with 
emotional problems. If these are not resolved, the individual’s 
personality and self-confidence may suffer as a result, although 
it is not clear whether such emotional crises - for example, 
around puberty - in an individual’s life history occur uni¬ 
versally, or chiefly in more complex societies which stress the 
importance of the individual rather than that of the total, 
inclusive community. 

Intellectually, the child seems to develop certain cognitive 
skills at predictable stages. In the course of this process of 
intellectual development the younger child is particularly at 
the mercy of his immediate perceptions, as he is unable to base 
his understanding on considerations other than the here-and- 
now. Later, his thinking will approximate more closely to 
adult thought, although he may never attain powers of abstract 
thought without formal education. 
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CHILDHOOD: APPRENTICESHIP 
TO SOCIETY 

In a way, the idea of a genuinely child-centred culture is 
nonsense: childhood is a period where the individual learns 
about the total, adult environment that he has been born into, 
and where he prepares himself for his own place within it. In 
a poor society like the Mexican slums, the need to get children 
wage-earning as quickly as possible means that ‘On the family 
level the major traits of the culture of poverty are the absence 
of childhood as a specially prolonged and protected stage in the 
life cycle ’. 1 In two highly developed societies, such as the 
USA and the USSR, childhood experience again differs in a 
number of ways, reflecting the contrasting values of each 
country. Children in Russia are accustomed, from a very early 
age, to spend a large part of the day in the company of their 
peers. At school constant stress is laid on loyalty to the group; 
which in turn is heavily influenced by the norms set for it by 
the teacher, which reflect the basic ideals of Soviet society 
itself. In this situation it is quite common to find a striking 
uniformity of belief and behaviour in the young all over 
Russia. In America, the emphasis seems more on the indi¬ 
viduality of the child and the socializing effect of the peer 
group, in itself much less under the influence of adult leader¬ 
ship and conscious norms of‘correct’ behaviour . 2 It would be 
rash for any critic to contend that one regime is more ‘natural’ 
than the other. Everyone may have their own preferences, but 
so far as the children themselves are concerned, they will soon 
feel most at home in the type of system they have become 
socialized into, and which is an appropriate preparation for 
the lives they are going to lead as adults. 

This is not quite to say that children will necessarily 
flourish under any form of socialization, however much it cuts 
across the common needs and characteristics of childhood that 
there are. All humans have a large capacity for adaptation, 
especially when very young, yet in a situation such as Wesley’s 
school which denied children so much, it may eventually have 
to be the system that changes. Even so, there is plenty of 
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evidence that children in the past have been forced to accept, 
and have eventually become used to, quite appalling con¬ 
ditions in homes, schools or places of work. Writing about 
some elderly informants who were questioned recently about 
their childhoods in Britain at the turn of the century, Paul 
Thompson points out that it is ‘striking how few children 
recall any systematic challenge to their parents’ authority at 
this stage. Even among those children who remember disliking 
or indeed hating drunken parents, stories of resistance are 
rare .’ 3 Dr Thompson ascribes this lack of domestic resistance 
to children’s essential ‘age-mobility’. ‘Solidarity can scarcely 
be learnt before the leader of resistance joins the oppressors 
with the rest of his peer group. Women’s liberation at least 
does not suffer from the devastating handicap that all women 
will in time become men.’ And one can add to this the very 
obvious point made before, that children are on the whole 
smaller and weaker than adults, and economically, socially and 
even emotionally very heavily dependent upon those who can 
impose such intolerable conditions upon them. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that while there are numerous 
and largely predictable similarities between babies the whole 
world over, these decline as children grow older and increas¬ 
ingly adapt themselves to the modes and customs of their own 
societies. As Piaget puts it, ‘Childhood ... is a biologically 
useful phase whose significance is that of a progressive adapta¬ 
tion to a physical and social environment .’ 4 Social critics over 
the years have had various ideas as to what childhood ought to 
consist of, but in order to change particular childhood patterns 
one must first change the society that produces the children. 
Sometimes early childhood has been regarded as an idyllic 
time of innocence, before education or other social pressures 
have had a chance to push the child into artificial kinds of 
behaviour, possibly antithetical to his supposedly ‘real’ nature. 
But childhood is a period where the individual is adapting 
himself to the environment all the time; there is no way in 
which a child can defer this process, although in more com¬ 
plex societies there may be an increased choice of models of 
behaviour for him to follow. The notion that one can somehow 
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stay as a child, impervious to the demands of one’s own 
surroundings as one grows older, ignores the essentially 
adaptive nature of childhood, or indeed of man at any age. 

Nevertheless, various concepts of childhood have often been 
used by critics to attack what they see as the constraints or 
evils of adult society. Children, like Noble Savages, have 
symbolically peopled an ideal state, eventually to be cor¬ 
rupted by the artificial demands of ‘civilization’. Certainly, in 
many societies children are allowed freedoms denied to adults. 
Some of these freedoms may seem part of the nature of child¬ 
hood itself - spontaneous, improvised play, for example. 
Others, such as the general prohibition in the Western world 
on young children working full-time for money, may result 
from a history of legislation. In this sense, childhood already 
shares a great deal of the ‘artificiality’ that so many critics have 
seen as applying only to adult society. 

Looking at what passes for childhood in Western Europe 
and America today, we can see that the dividing line between 
‘childish’ and ‘adult’ behaviour is constantly being redrawn 
both in minor and major ways, so emphasizing the essentially 
relative and social nature of these terms. In the early nine¬ 
teenth century, for example, it was quite permissible for an 
adult to shed copious tears in public: readings by Charles 
Dickens from his own works used to release floods of emotion, 
and even in Parliament, ‘as late as 1815, Creevey was relating 
that “there was not a dry eye in the House... Tierney sobbed 
so, he was unable to speak; I never saw a more affecting 
scene”.’ During the same period, adults would read fairy 
stories and the nonsense of Edward Lear along with their 
children, and the audience for Punch and Judy shows would 
consist of people of all ages; it was only by the end of the 
nineteenth century that children would make up practically 
the whole crowd. None of this, except in unusual circum¬ 
stances, would be considered adult behaviour today, even 
though it passed without comment such a short time ago. 

Adults have sometimes regretted fundamental intellectual 
and emotional changes undergone since childhood - a time, 
foi; Wordsworth in ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’, 
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When meadow, grove, and stream, 

The earth, and every common sight, 

To me did seem 
Apparelled in celestial light, 

The glory and the freshness of a dream. 

Certainly, familiar objects and sensations may possess a 
novelty and excitement for children which are more difficult 
to catch later when we become habituated to such things. For 
an artist, a vision of this type may never recur so intensely in 
later life. It is not surprising that Wordsworth in particular 
mourned the process by which we become divorced by age 
from the feelings and perceptions of childhood. His own 
poetic vision of nature always seemed to derive much of its 
inspiration from memories of the essentially animistic way in 
which a child may look upon the outside world at certain early 
stages. The ‘pathetic fallacy’, whereby some writers self¬ 
consciously attribute feelings and characters to trees, moun¬ 
tains, lakes or whatever in their poetry or prose, may be a 
reality to the younger child, who may look upon his environ¬ 
ment in this more personalized, emotional way as a matter of 
course. 

Wordsworth also appeared to recognize that there were some 
compensations in growing older - )vhen he came to write 
‘Tintern Abbey’, a type of mysticism seems to compensate 
for the loss of his earlier, more immediate reactions: 

other gifts 

Have followed; for such a loss, I would believe. 
Abundant recompense. For I have learned 
To look on nature, not as in the hour 
Of thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes 
The still, sad music of humanity. 

Regret for losing some of the pleasures of childhood is one 
thing, but to make a cult of immaturity, as some of the works 
of J. M. Barrie do, is a denial of adulthood as much as an 
exaltation of childhood, open to the sort of scolding once 
handed out by T. S. Eliot when reviewing a book on the poetry 
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of Henry Vaughan (who was, in fact, a most moving poet on the 
theme of childhood): 

This love of one’s own childhood ... is anything but a token 
of greatness. We all know the mood; and we can all, if we 
choose to relax to that extent, indulge in the luxury of 
reminiscence of childhood; but if we are at all mature and 
conscious, we refuse to indulge this weakness to the point of 
writing or poetizing about it; we know that it is something 
to be buried and done with. 5 

THE PRESENT AND THE FUTURE 

Changing trends in our own time, some bringing the child 
and adult closer together, others forcing them further apart, 
make any predictions about future patterns of childhood 
extremely tentative. On the one hand, longer periods of 
education are prolonging children’s dependent status, yet the 
intellectual gap between an educated adult and a child is now 
so enormous that only increasingly sophisticated educational 
systems can enable the child to bridge it. The spread of higher 
education in the Western world, and the increasing technical 
complexity of so much adult work, has thus exaggerated the 
intellectual differences that have always existed between 
children and adults, although usually in rather less distinctive 
ways. Even at the beginning of this century it was still possible 
for an intelligent child, reading one of the great popularizers 
such as H. G. Wells, to gain quite a shrewd idea of what was 
going on in the higher regions of science. A young historian, 
similarly, might find himself sharing the obvious patriotism 
of a popular historian without any difficulty. Now, the 
scientist has taken off into a world where few colleagues out¬ 
side his speciality, let alone schoolchildren, can follow him, 
while the historian has developed new research techniques 
and a more quizzical attitude towards his material than most 
younger readers would be prepared to follow or understand. 
Even in popular fiction, while there are still novelists who are 
read by all ages, the tendency is again increasingly for the 
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field to break down into specifically directed adult or child 
reading. 

At work, the gulf between adult and child is also greater 
than ever before. Occupations where son works alongside 
father, learning as he goes, are increasingly replaced by jobs 
which require a basic technical training. Opportunities for a 
boy to learn a man’s job by observing adults around him and 
sometimes joining in become fewer every year, as workers 
move from the countryside into towns, and work itself 
becomes hidden away in separate and impenetrable institu¬ 
tions. 

This change in the status of childhood is particularly 
important for girls; looking at the history of childhood, it is 
striking how much, in the past, reference has been made to 
boys alone. In the gradual separation between child and adult 
life styles, it was in general boys who first received organized 
education, had toys made for them, and were expected to 
exhibit the type of noisy, boisterous behaviour of the very 
young. For girls, particularly from poorer homes, childhood 
often had to compete with growing domestic responsibilities, 
which might put them in charge of the younger ones during 
the mother’s succeeding confinements. Girls from very early 
on would model themselves on their mothers, and sometimes 
the fit would be a close one indeed. Today, however, when 
girls more frequently stay on at school and face a wider choice 
of possible adult roles than ever before, the situation can be 
very different. Like their brothers, girls too may now appear 
to prolong their childhoods by not taking on adult, maternal 
roles at an early age, and by keeping their options open during 
increasingly long periods of education and dependence. 

In many ways there is a greater division between adults and 
children today than before, now that children are segregated 
into educational institutions for long periods, with less op¬ 
portunity to share in adult work. On the other hand, one can 
also point to a relaxation of former boundaries between the 
ages. Relationships tend to be easier today, with less formality 
than was once expected when a child addressed an adult (given 
that he was permitted to do such a thing without prior assent). 
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Now one can hear children refer to adults by their Christian 
names, and at home parents and children will eat together and 
watch the same television programmes. Discussion about 
domestic matters may now proceed on a more equal basis, 
with the whole family joining in to make decisions. Children 
are also less protected now from discussion about once-taboo 
subjects, particularly sex, and their own behaviour in this and 
other areas may proceed with less attempted adult super¬ 
vision and censure than before. 

At the same time, typically childish clothes - the sailor suits 
and frilly dresses of affluent children in former times - are 
giving way to more adult fashions at increasingly early stages 
in a child’s life. Soon it may only be the baby in the first year 
who has his own distinctive outfit. Food shows a similar lack 
of differentiation: previously the diet thought suitable for 
children (and often servants too) was often a very plain one: 
milk and suet puddings, for example, and generally a lack of 
protein. John Locke, among many other writers who 
throughout history were forever warning parents against rich 
food for the young, recommended that all ‘flesh’ should be 
avoided until the child was six or seven; he thought the ideal 
diet before that consisted of milk, fruit, brown bread and 
gruel. Even as late as 1930 it was possible to find books on 
child-rearing that ruled out meat for babies under two, and in 
one case, for any child under ten. Today, it would be harder to 
distinguish between the diet of an adult and that of any child 
no longer a baby. Curiously, the elaborate cakes and individual 
jellies that once were common, along with fancy dress and 
party games, in adult parties, and which then became more 
associated with childhood gatherings, now show signs of being 
dropped by children too. At the birthdiy party of a modern. 
Western child, there may now be savoury food and pop music 
rather than sweet foods and nursery rhymes. This pattern by 
which children take over sections of adult behaviour is familiar; 
it applies as well to games, slang and jokes. 

Where these sometimes contradictory pressures leave 
children today is a matter for argument. Life may indeed be 
more clearcut in simple societies, which may lack the in- 
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consistent and unpredictable patterns of dependence and inde¬ 
pendence presented to the young in our own culture. But 
given that our society must spend a great deal of time on the 
education of its young, in order to provide the skilled labour 
force necessary for its maintenance, then a long period of 
adolescence - where the individual is neither child nor adult - 
may be an inevitable result. It is one explanation for the rise 
of a ‘youth culture’ which may help to buttress a young person 
through this confusing period. 

CAN WE ANSWER THE QUESTION 
‘WHAT IS A CHILD?’? 

If we have not been able to produce an exact concept of the 
natural child in this and the preceding chapters, I hope 
nevertheless that some common characteristics have become 
clear. With such a formidable field of evidence one has to 
beware both of being too tentative, and of being too specific. 
(In all areas of psychology, there is the risk that readers will 
treat hypotheses and generalized findings as hard facts, 
applying them in every case to their own children. This was 
often the way with the series of behavioural norms worked 
out by Arnold Gesell in his lifelong work studying cross- 
sections of American children in order to establish the usual 
age for the onset of particular interests or activities. Parents 
would wonder why their infant was not standing up at such 
and such a month, or why their older boy was not cracking the 
sort of jokes typical, say, of the mid-years of childhood.) 
Psychology deals more with probabilities than certainties, and 
most findings about norms in human nature can never hope to 
cover the range of individual differences and variations in 
behaviour. 

It will be obvious that a number of really fundamental 
questions about childhood have still to be answered, either 
because there is not enough evidence, or perhaps because the 
questions are unanswerable. It is still not clear, for instance, 
to what extent some of the intellectual and social processes 
associated with children’s development can be speeded up. In 
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what sense, for example, would a little factory liiiml of lilt- 
nineteenth century be recognized as a child today? ( Vi luiuly, 
he would have had to adapt to the hideous reality of an adult 
world very quickly, or simply not survive. If his masteiy ul 
experience, in this way, was an adult one, in what other ways 
would he have remained childish? Intellectually he may have 
had much in common with the uneducated adults around 
him; what his emotions may have been, one can simply never 
know. 

At the other end of the social scale, consider J. II. van den 
Berg’s description of some of the precocious, and to our eyes 
overeducated, children of seventeenth- and eighteenth- 
century Europe. 

The precociousness of talented children in earlier days is 
astonishing to us . . . Goethe, for instance, was able to write 
German, French, Greek and Latin before he was eight. 
He picked up Italian while his father was teaching this 
language to his little seven-year-old sister . . . The Jesuit 
monk, P&re Joseph (1597), recited the drama of Golgotha, 
standing on his own little table at a dinner party given by his 
father, when he was four years old. A Dutch commander of 
a company of infantry, Merino van Coehoom, was sixteen 
years old when he was transferred from Friesland to a gar¬ 
rison in Maastricht. And so on - an almost endless scries of 
precocious children, children who evidently at a very young 
age were considered able enough to go to a university and 
who appeared capable of digesting the very mature matters 
offered to them. If a girl were educated at all, she too started 
when she was two or three years old. 8 

Now Dr van den Berg is a psychologist, not a historian, and 
one would like to know more about his claim for an ‘endless 
series of precocious children’. Goethe is hardly a fair example 
of what can be done with a normal child; how many other of 
these prodigies may have been in fact the geniuses to whom no 
rules of development would easily apply? There is some sug¬ 
gestion, too, that these child prodigies, far from constituting 
some type of educational norm, as Dr van den Berg appears to 
suggest, were viewed - and sometimes resented - as something 
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quite extraordinary even then. ‘Endeavouring to make 
children prematurely wise’, lectured Dr Johnson, 

is useless labour. Suppose they have more knowledge at five 
or six years old than other children, what use can be made of 
it? It will be lost before it is wanted, and the waste of so 
much time and labour of the teacher can never be repaid. 
Too much is expected from precocity, and too litde performed. 
Miss Aikin was an instance of early cultivation, but in what 
did it terminate? In marrying a little Presbyterian parson, who 
keeps an infant boarding schooL 7 

On the other hand, there is ample evidence that the de¬ 
mands upon children who received formal education at that 
time could be very stringent; Rousseau complained about it 
strongly in Entile, where he attacked the premature treatment 
of children as adults. One of his early followers, J. H. Campe, 
made the same point in 1786. He found it disturbing to meet 
an eight- or ten-year-old boy 

who has read a whole library of books, who can converse 
about the plants and animals of India, who speaks many 
languages, who knows all the paradigmata of Latin grammar 
by heart, who calculates like a merchant and who explains 
the classical authors with an ability which brings tears of joy 
to every true schoolmaster’s eyes. 8 

Rousseau and Campe were attacking what was fairly 
orthodox educational practice at the time. They may have been 
exaggerating its effects, but even if this were so, one can still 
concede a further point to Dr van den Berg. ‘What about the 
great men of our day? If they are like the talented of the past, 
they too should have been precocious. There is no evidence of 
this. The youth of those who in our own century have been 
scientific pioneers cannot stand comparison with d’Aubigne, 
Pascal, Grotius or Goethe.’ There is exaggeration here too: 
distinguished men of our own century have quite frequently 
shown an unusual talent while still at school. But Dr van den 
Berg is right to insist that in most cases this show of talent 
does not measure up to that of some of the prodigies found in 
the past. 



Summing up: what is a child? in 

In fact, there is probably enough contemporary evidence 
available to suggest that if very intense educational pressure is 
imposed upon children by parents or tutors working outside 
the normal educational system, then they may resemble 
precocious children from the seventeenth or eighteenth 
centuries. In the United States, for example, one mother this 
century raised her daughter according to the following rather 
eccentric regime. At six weeks she began by reciting Horatius 
at the bridge over the cot, which made the baby, we are told, 
kick her feet and wave her hands. 6 Later, she would put her 
baby to sleep, scanning portions of the Aeneid aloud mean¬ 
while. She also taught the ‘black mammy’ in charge of the 
child to recite the first ten lines of Book I on those occasions 
when she herself was absent. When the baby developed 
control of her limbs, the classics were again brought into 
service, this time for Mrs Stoner’s especially invented game of 
‘Virgil-ball’, where the mother and child would roll a ball to 
each other at every other word. 

After so much effort, it is almost a relief to report that the 
child did show the hoped-for signs of precocity, using a 
typewriter at the age of three, and mastering eight languages, 
so we are told, at five years old. A somewhat similar picture is 
presented in The Children on the Hill, a more recent account of 
a family living in Wales where the mother did all the house¬ 
work at night in order to devote herself exclusively to her 
children’s education during the day. Sure enough, the oldest 
child went on to show outstanding mathematical ability for his 
age, another was a promising pianist, and a third had an IQ 
of the highest possible score. 

It would therefore seem that children can be pushed very 
much beyond the normal educational attainments found in 
Western schools at the moment, and that the pace at which 
intellectual growth proceeds does seem to depend in some 
ways upon the child’s environment. This makes ‘natural’ 
educational growth a more relative matter than is sometimes 
supposed. Yet if we were to push all children much harder, it 
could still be argued that they might suffer through a dis¬ 
tortion of their overall development in other important ways. 
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John Stuart Mill, who knew his Greek alphabet at three and 
could correct his elders in this and in Latin at five, also 
recorded, in his very moving autobiography, a childhood 
virtually without play, and an adulthood that was far from 
happy. There are also suggestions, in The Children on the Hill, 
of quite marked social difficulties in at least one of the 
children. 10 Educationalists who recommend taking some 
formal educational pressure off young pupils can make a case 
that children need the time saved to learn other non-educa- 
tional skills equally important for their all-round development. 

This type of argument can never be resolved; the most 
‘natural’ child and the most ‘natural’ environment must 
remain matters of opinion. It does seem clear, however, as 
Jerome Bruner says, that ‘some environments “push” cognitive 
growth better, earlier, and longer than others. What does not 
seem to happen is that different cultures produce com¬ 
pletely divergent and unrelated modes of thought. The reason 
for this must be the constraint of our biological heritage.’ 11 

Lastly, we must return to one of the most fundamental 
arguments about children, with which we started this book. 
What are the respective weightings of nature as against 
nurture in a child’s moral character and development? 
Religion has always concerned itself with this problem. For 
John Milton, and most other Christians of the time of Paradise 
Lost, children were the direct inheritors of man’s original sin, 
the result 

Of Man’s first disobedience, and the fruit 
)f that forbidden tree, whose mortal taste 
Brought death into the world, and all our woe, 

With loss of Eden. 

At around the same time, a rather different point of view 
could also sometimes be heard, at first put forward tentatively, 
but later with more confidence. In 1628 John Earle could 
write in his Microcosmography ‘A child is a man in a small 
letter, yet the best copy of Adam before he tasted of Eve or the 
apple... His soul is yet a white paper unscribbled with observ- 
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ations of the world ... he knows no evil.’ The most famous 
exponent of this particular notion was of course John Locke, 
who described the infant mind in 1699 as a tabula rasa - a 
blank sheet that would eventually be filled by accumulated 
education and experience. This idea of the child as at least 
morally neutral at birth, rather than conceived and bom in sin, 
was taken much further by Rousseau. His Emile is still the 
most powerful argument in favour of the child as bom with an 
innate sense of goodness, able to develop harmoniously and 
without the need for excessive adult supervision, through 
adaptation to the natural environment around him. This view 
was later taken even further by many others, particularly 
early educationists such as Pestalozzi, and it can still be 
recognized in educational theory today, for example in the 
work of Montessori or A. S. Neill. 

In our own century, psychologists have increasingly con¬ 
tributed to this discussion. For Freud, man was bom with 
certain instincts and racial memories that he can ignore only at 
peril; in Civilization and its Discontents he pictures society as 
perpetually at war with the more destructive, aggressive 
instincts of man, which at best can only lead to a state of 
continual tension and repression, both in the individual and 
within his culture. From an utterly different standpoint, an 
early behavioural psychologist like J. B. Watson could write, 
‘Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed and my own 
specified world to bring them up in and I’ll guarantee to take 
any one at random and train him to become any type of 
specialist I might select - doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant- 
chief, and yes, even beggarman and thief, regardless of his 
talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, vocations, and race 
of his ancestors.’ 12 In this brave new world, the experimenter 
can apparently produce, via the conditioned reflex, almost any 
emotions or behaviour in children that he desires. 

Modem psychologists almost always take up less extreme 
positions in this argument, and would probably find them¬ 
selves somewhere midway between the two points of view. But 
to state that one believes in the necessary interaction of both 
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nature and nurture is still to beg a number of questions. 
What sort of nature? What are the limits to the effects of 
particular kinds of nurture? Ultimately, as we have said before, 
to understand the exact balance and nature of these two forces 
would be to understand man himself. Many claims have been 
made for psychology in this century, but only an extremist 
would state that anything like a complete synthesis of man has 
as yet been put forward. Until this happens, children - like 
adults - will never be completely understood. 

Even so, if the moral core of man - or the child - is to 
remain something of a mystery, the techniques by which both 
parties set about organizing themselves and interacting with 
their environment are now surely much better understood. 
There are both similarities and differences between the various 
ways in which adults and children do this. As Piaget has 
written, ‘The intellectual and moral structures of the child are 
not the same as ours’, and much of the argument of this book 
has been devoted to making this point clearer, using as many 
different perspectives and examples of child behaviour as 
possible. But this is not the whole story. Children after all 
grow into adults; in many ways their goals will always remain 
the same; along with all other living things that have to 
achieve mastery over themselves and their physical world in 
order to survive. In this sense, both adults and children 
respond to the same sort of stimulation, although in ways that 
may differ in detail according to their present endowment of 
skills, knowledge and experience. It could be that further 
study of this particular way and habit of responding may 
eventually tell us more about the very essence of man - or 
child - than can be gleaned from any of the other schools of 
philosophy or psychology so briefly considered in the last few 
pages. For the moment, however, perhaps we can leave the 
last word with Piaget, which is only just, as he is the person 
who has done most to throw light on this whole issue. 


With regard to mental functioning, the child is in fact 
identical with the adult; like the adult, he is an active being 
whose action, controlled by the law of interest or need, is 
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incapable of working at full stretch if no appeal is made to the 
autonomous motive forces of that activity. Just as the tadpole 
already breathes, though with different organs from those of 
the frog, so the child acts like the adult, but employing a 
mentality whose structure varies according to the stages of its 
development. 13 
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In a developed society, 'childhood' may stretch well 
beyond puberty. In contrast, children living in poverty 
have often had to earn their keep, like little adults, 
as early as the age of three. What would such 
different children still have in common? Is childhood 
purely a social invention, reflecting the needs and 
expectations of particular societies? 

What is a Child? sets out to answer these 
questions by searching for features common to all 
children, especially in their intellectual, emotional 
and social development. Drawing on a range of 
historical, anthropological and psychological 
evidence, Nicholas Tucker concludes that while 
there are great differences in what has passed for 
childhood at different times and in different places, 
there is still enough common ground to support a 
universal concept of the child. The result is a 
provocative study which confirms some of today's 
notions but challenges others in favour of a more 
radical idea of what makes a child a child. 

‘These books will make fascinating reading for those 
concerned with child care and development’ 

New Society. 

‘The books should keep the aware parent busy...They 
contain absorbing new research made easily 
understandable to the layman’ Daily Express. 
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